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The cool autumn air was nearly to the point where I wanted to try sleeping with my window partially open at night. I had never been able to do that before, since living in a city had been too damn loud. But now things were deathly quiet, so I thought I might try it.

That thought woke me from a rather strange dream where we built up an arsenal and attacked the Druids on their home turf. It wasn’t the most realistic dream, nor was it particularly pleasant, so I was grateful to have that dream interrupted.

As carefully as possible, I slipped out of bed and raised the window a few inches. It was warm in the bedroom since four of us were sleeping in there. The cool air that gently blew in through the window was welcomed.

I went back to bed after that and curled myself up behind Shayla. She made a few sleepy noises and pushed her butt against me. Not long after that, I was fast asleep again.

I shivered a bit as I woke up later that morning. At some point in the night I had rolled over onto my other side, but my girlfriends were still in a cuddle puddle. Shayla had managed to pull the blanket clear off me in her sleep, so it was no wonder I was cold.

Part of me wanted to just lie in bed for a while, but life waits for no one. I pushed myself up and walked over to the closet, then grabbed a sweatshirt that had the Baltimore Ravens logo on it. That made me frown.

“You guys ruined traffic with every game,” I muttered to the logo. But, I put it on as well as a pair of old jeans. Perhaps not the most stylish outfit but at least it was functional. I decided to let the women sleep in a bit.

I went to the bathroom to clean up and brush my teeth. A lot of things floated through my mind, a to do list a mile long. We had made excellent progress here in Hope, but sometimes I felt that only meant I needed to do more.

“I need a passion project,” I muttered to myself as I grabbed a quick breakfast. “Everything feels like work around here. I need something that makes me happy.”

Of course, that would have to wait a bit. I still needed to build a second waterwheel, a windmill, and figure out some kind of water filtration system. And that was just the start.

The sun was just rising as I walked outside. The weather was indeed getting cooler. I wasn’t sure what the seasons were like anymore so I couldn’t say what month it was, but it felt like October or even November to me.

Dew drops weighed down the blades of grass in the area and dripped from several nearby trees. Birds sang in the distance. I stood there for a moment, just listening to nature. It was interesting to hear so many sounds with absolutely no traffic in the background. No lawnmowers in the distance, no guys blasting shitty music in their cars. It felt very foreign to me, to be honest. Baltimore was a lot of things, and all of them noisy.

Stan was outside, of course. He seemed to be an early riser. So was Jacob, but I had a feeling Ellie was keeping him busy. Well, good for him. Stan saw me and waved, so I walked over to him, over by the watchtower.

“Hey, Stan,” I said, shaking his hand. “Looks like the watchtower is almost done.”

“Yeah, we just need to add a few things,” he said, turning and looking up at it. “The basic structure is done. Kenny wants to wire some spotlights up there, and we still want to fasten two layers of car hoods around the lower half of the third floor, for some armor. Probably sandwich some wood between to make it bulletproof. That’ll be mostly it.”

“Nice. Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask you. What do you guys use for water filtration up at Loch Raven?”

Stan shrugged. “The sun. I mean, we could use complicated systems, and we do have some basic filters, but the sun takes care of a lot of it. Get the water as clean as possible, filter it a few times, then let it sit in a big glass jug and bake in the sun for about a day. That’ll kill any nasties in the water.”

I nodded slowly as he spoke. “Yeah, I’ve been thinking of something similar. I need to figure out a way to pump water from the lake over to where we live. Maybe a simple water tower, even. At this point, I’m not concerned with sending water to each house. If we can just have a centralized place for clean water, that’d be great.”

“I can help you with that if you’d like,” Stan said. “We probably have the materials up at Loch Raven. Since you’re dating the mayor’s daughter, you stand a chance at getting your hands on some of that stuff, as long as you keep her happy.” He winked at me.

“Oh yeah, good point,” I said. “I still need to do something to thank you guys. You’ve done so much to help me, with building this, putting the machine gun on the Porsche, hell with fighting side-by-side with me. You guys have been great.”

Stan stood there for a moment, then slapped the stone wall of the watchtower. “Yeah, this place is special. I think we all like it. Building something new is a lot more satisfying than just maintaining crap and going on patrols. And now that we don’t have to worry about the Druids as much, I think people feel safer.”

I frowned and looked around. I still wanted to build a stone wall around the place, but I knew it just wasn’t feasible. Hope was too large, too spread out. It would take a hundred people weeks or even months to build it, assuming we could find enough stone in the first place.

“What?” Stan asked. “Something’s nagging at you. It’s obvious.”

Kenny walked up at that moment, covering a yawn with his hand. “Mornin’, fellas.”

“Hey Kenny,” I said, then turned back to Stan. “I just keep thinking about building a wall here. Something to offer more safety.”

“Yeah, I hear what you’re saying,” Stan said. “This place is too big, though, and you don’t have enough workers. We have some walls up at Loch Raven, but we also have thousands of people. Even with that, it took us a long time to build it, and it’s not that high. Just enough to offer some basic protection.”

“What if we did something like that?” I asked. “Waist-high. Just enough to slow down anyone that would want to come this way. If any Druids or wandering raiders wanted to pay us a visit.”

Kenny frowned and rubbed his chin. “That would still take forever. Don’t get me wrong; building a stone wall around Hope is a great idea for what you have in mind. I think building more watchtowers like this is a better option, and even that will take a while. This one isn’t very strong, to be clear, but it’s simple enough that we made it in a week. Now, if you built some towers from stone, something that could withstand attacks, that would be a good start.”

“But then you have to decide what you’re protecting,” Stan added. “Right here, this area where we all live. Even building a wall around that would take a while, and if we filled all these houses, that’s maybe three dozen people. Honestly, you’d have to redesign the entire settlement for it to work. Like Kenny said, watchtowers are a better option. And even those aren’t perfect.”

“Yeah, people can still sneak in at night,” Kenny said. “If they’re quiet, it’ll be hard to find them.”

“So, what do we do?” I asked.

Stan looked around for a moment. Kenny turned and looked toward the lake. I had a feeling all of us were thinking about the same thing.

“I wish I could wave a magic wand and create a pile of stones right here,” I muttered. “I know that sounds stupid. I just feel like a protective barrier would be really helpful, but we don’t have a lot of options to realistically do it.”

“Look, I’m pretty strong, but I’d be flat worn out if I was working with stone all day,” Stan said. “If you had a dozen people my size, you could maybe start building something around this immediate area. But we still have all these trees to worry about as well.”

“Sam could help,” Kenny said with a shrug.”

Stan barked a laugh. “Ha! Sam would carry the completed wall himself and set it in place, then take a nap.”

“Didn’t you say something about a Green Woman?” Kenny asked.

“Yeah, Sharg,” I said. “She’s smarter than the rest of them, and she wants me to bring her here. She wants to experience love and friendship instead of constant fighting. And she’s big, even for a Green Woman. Or, Lakpal, as they prefer to be called.”

“Love and friendship instead of fighting?” Kenny asked, running his fingers through his hair. “Sounds like you guys are fuckin’ and she fell in love.” He laughed at that.

I just stayed silent, as I didn’t know what to say. Kenny and Stan definitely picked up on that.

“Hold on,” Stan said, placing his hand on my shoulder. “Mark, did you do something with a Green Woman?” He sounded somewhere between disbelieving and amazed.

“Dude, are you knocking boots with a muscle mommy?” Kenny asked.

I just shrugged. Kenny laughed out loud.

“You have to tell me what it’s like,” Stan said, leaning forward. Kenny looked fascinated as well.

“Um, really good?” I said. “Not sure how to describe it. Probably exactly as you would imagine, but she’s a lot more feminine in the bedroom than you’d think.”

“Fascinating,” Stan said. “Well, if we had a Green Woman up here, she could build the damn wall herself. Bastards are strong as bears.” He chuckled. “I suppose I can’t call them bastards if one is going to live with us. You say she wants peace?”

“Yeah, she’s not going to eat us in our sleep, is she?” Kenny asked.

“Nah,” I replied. “She got a taste of, you know, affection. Now, that’s all she wants. We’ll have to teach her and educate her, but I think it could work out pretty well if we’re careful.”

“Be careful with that pretty thing you rescued,” Kenny warned. “Her family was eaten by Green Men. There’s bound to be some friction between those two.”

“Mostly, I just wonder where we’ll find clothes that fit her,” I said. I held my hands in front of my chest. “They were the size of my head, and that’s no exaggeration.”

Both men laughed, but I could see them thinking and picturing it in their heads.

“So, when are you going to do it?” Kenny asked. “Ready to take the Porsche on another adventure?”

I turned and looked at the car, sitting in my driveway. It had done well, but that was a dangerous trip. “Yeah, but this time I don’t want to go alone. I barely made it through Druid territory. This time I think you guys should come with me. That machine gun will come in really handy about three miles south of here.”

“Man, driving through the city,” Kenny said, rubbing two of his hands together. “Sounds exciting. We should probably be smart and bring a healer, just in case.”

Stan rolled his eyes. “We need to plan this properly so we can be safe.”

“So does that mean you’ve agreed to go?” I asked.

Stan looked at Kenny and shrugged. “Sure, why not? Let’s drive through the city to rescue your Green Woman girlfriend.”
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Planning a trip through enemy territory was a hell of a way to start the morning. It certainly woke me up better than coffee ever did.

“How does tomorrow sound?” I asked.

Stan looked at Kenny, who shrugged.

“I mean, it’s kind of your place,” Kenny said. “You make the rules around here. If you wanna go tomorrow, that’s fine. Gives us some time to prepare.”

“Fortunately, it’s a short trip,” I said. “Honestly, as long as we don’t run into any trouble, we can go down there and be back home in an hour or two.”

“Yeah, driving through Druid territory is always an adventure,” Stan said. “We’ll have to sit down and plan that leg of the trip.”

Kenny held his hands as if he were gripping his machine gun. With his third arm, he flipped a bird. “Bap-bap-bap-bap-bap! My machine gun will do most of the talking. I’ll bet we get through there in thirty seconds.”

“Man, I hope so,” I said. “When I went through, I fired off a handful of rounds to keep their heads down and it worked. They didn’t even realize I couldn’t aim up; they just heard a machine gun go off and ducked.”

“Yeah, machine guns have a tendency to do that to people,” Kenny said with a grin. “Shame we don’t have any more grenades. Those things are really good at keeping people’s heads down. Or, blowing them off, for that matter.”

“Well, the good thing is that it’s a quick trip through their territory, then we don’t have to worry about any more gangs until we get to the Green Men,” I said. “I’m hoping if I just start throwing around Sharg’s name when we get there, they’ll take us right to her.”

“And if not?” Stan asked.

Kenny raised his hands and made machine gun noises again.

“What are you goofy assholes up to?” Jess asked from behind me. She wore a button-up shirt that was halfway undone, with a pair of jeans that were probably a size too small. It was a really good look for the curvy redhead.

“Hey, honey,” I said, and gave her a big hug.

“Hey yourself,” she said, kissing me. “Seriously though, what fun did I miss?”

“We’re going to head down into the city tomorrow to fetch Sharg,” I said. “It should be a pretty quick trip. The guys are bringing Josh’s truck so we’ll all be safer.”

Jess put her hands on her hips and gave me a look that made me think she was about to tell me what a bad idea that was.

“At least you have a day to prepare,” she said after a moment. “You guys had better stay safe. Except for you, Kenny. You’re allowed to get shot two or three times. Maybe four.”

“Damn,” Kenny said, snapping his fingers.

“I’ve been thinking,” Jess said, taking a step closer to me. “I want to go visit my father, and soon. I’ve been gone for too long. He needs to know what’s going on and why his daughter hasn’t returned. I’d rather tell him in person instead of over the radio.”

“That makes sense,” I said. “When are you planning on going?”

“Actually, I was thinking about going tomorrow,” she said. “Although if you guys are taking all the vehicles, that throws a wrench in things. I’ll plan on the next day.”

“Sounds good,” I said. “I can take you up there. As long as I can get some electricity to recharge my batteries, we’ll be fine.”

“Where are you going?” Iris asked as she walked up. She wore another sundress, and of course looked fantastic. They had even found her a matching cardigan again.

“You look incredible in that,” I said, bending down and kissing her. She beamed a smile at me and turned side to side to show off how she looked.

“I’m heading up to Loch Raven to see my dad,” Jess said. “These clowns are driving down into the city to rescue a giant.”

Iris’s smile melted. “Oh. So, you’re going to rescue the Green Woman?”

“Yeah,” I said to her. “Listen, I understand your history with them, and I’m sorry for any stress this causes you. Sharg is different, and has no connection to the ones that caused you such harm. She’s smarter, and wants to live a peaceful life. I promised to bring her out of that violent world.”

Iris pursed her lips and stared at me for a while. “I don’t like it,” she said after a few moments. “I don’t like it at all. But I trust you, and I know you’re a man of your word. Just keep her away from me and make sure she doesn’t eat anyone.”

Unfortunately, that ruined Iris’s mood. She gave me a quick hug and returned to the house, just as Shayla was walking up. The gorgeous Beastkin woman wore a sweatshirt and a pair of khaki shorts that showed off her muscular thighs.

“Good morning, gorgeous,” I said, kissing her.

“Good morning yourself,” Shayla replied. “Is everything okay with Iris?”

“Mark’s going to rescue his Green Woman girlfriend tomorrow,” Jess said.

“Oh, fun,” Shayla said. She lowered her voice and her tail swished around a few times. “I know it’s terrible of me, but I’m so curious about her in so many ways.”

“Green Men ate Iris’s family,” Jess said.

“Ah, shit,” Shayla said, snapping her fingers. “Yeah, that’s no good. And definitely not good timing on your part, Mark.”

I shrugged. “It’s not like I did it on purpose. I just wanted to help someone.”

Shayla smiled and sighed. “Ahh, my sweet Mark. Such a soft heart for a woman in need.”

“We’re going to take Iris and start on a second garden today,” Jess said. She looked at herself, then Shayla. “I don’t think any of us are really dressed for it, but I don’t care. I’d rather look good.”

“Atta girl,” I said, slapping her on the butt.

“See you around lunch?” Shayla asked, stepping up to kiss me.

“Yeah,” I said.

After her, I kissed Jess. Then, the two of them linked arms and walked back to the house to get Iris. Shayla’s tail swished side-to-side the entire time.

I turned back to the guys, but they were busying themselves with the watchtower. Stan was inside the connected storage room, so I peeked my head in there.

“Hey Stan—oh wow, nice.” I looked around. “I haven’t seen inside here since you guys finished it. You guys really did a great job.”

“Thanks,” Stan said.

The walls were stone up to around chest height, then heavy timbers after. It would definitely stop a bullet, which was what mattered. It still had the makeshift thatch roof, but that would eventually be replaced with shingles.

Inside, several shelves and racks had been constructed and fastened to the walls. Most notably, a weapons rack against the far wall held two rifles, and three boxes of ammunition sat on a nearby shelf. I was glad to see everyone had learned from the Druid attack; we would never get caught unarmed again.

Our power station was in the center of the room with a handful of wires connected to it. It was strange how something comparatively small could be so important. That stupid little box supplied power to more than a dozen people.

“What are you getting into today?” Stan asked, stretching his arm to the side.

I ran my fingers through my hair. “I have a few things. I need to build another waterwheel, and also a windmill. After that, I want to look into something for water.”

“I can help you with your water ideas,” Stan said. “Let’s do that when we get back. We might need to run up to Loch Raven to fetch a few things.”

“I suppose collecting rainwater wouldn’t be the worst idea either,” I said. “We could use that on our crops.”

“Good thinking,” Stan said.

“I wanted to spend some time clearing the woods between here and the road,” Kenny said. “Uhh, what do you call it, Lakeside Drive. In the interest of safety, that is. Right now, anyone could hide in there. We have a bit of gas left for the chainsaws, so I want to do what I can there. We’ll start in Jacob’s backyard and clear as much as we can, then move to the adjacent houses. I’ll get some of the others to help.”

Just then, I heard a familiar noise. It took me a second to recognize the sound of car exhaust.

“Ahh, that’s Mike,” Stan said. “He took Will and Tiffany up to Loch Raven to meet some kids, to see if they wanted to adopt one. I hope they found one they got along with. Lord knows we got plenty of kids that need a good home.”

After a moment the armored Prius turned onto our street and cruised up the road. They stopped near us, pulling behind Josh’s truck. Tiffany got out of the passenger front seat, and Will climbed out of the back seat. Then, Mike shut the car off and exited. I didn’t see any kids, though. It was just them.

“Hey guys,” I said, waving.

They slowly walked up to me, Will and Tiffany holding each other tightly. They seemed better, but after all they had been through I always tried to be gentle with them.

“How did things go?” I asked them.

“Gave them a tour,” Mike said with his customary grin. He stepped up and shook my head. “They liked things up there. If it wasn’t for you, I think they would have stayed.”

“Me?” I asked.

“You gave us a new life and a home,” Will said.

“And the opportunity to strike back at the Druids,” Tiffany added.

“How did you guys like it up there?” I asked.

They looked at each other. Will spoke first.

“It was nice,” he said. “I wasn’t sure what to expect, to be honest. Everyone was nice, and everything was clean. Lots of water and food. It’s a happy place.”

“We hope we can build this place up to be like Loch Raven,” Tiffany added. “Nothing can replace what we lost, but we talked and agreed that helping others is a good start. “There will be children here one day, and we want to make sure they have a school.” She looked up at Will and gave him a sad smile. “So, we want to start one. They loaned us a few books, ones good for kids. We figured you could help us there as well.”

“Me?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Will said. “I mean, you know all that stuff from before the war. We need to sit down and have you tell us everything you can, so we can turn it into books. Also, I’m sure you remember some stories from when you were a kid. Maybe we can make some books for little ones.”

“Sooooo, are there any children coming?” I asked.

They looked at each other and smiled again. “Yes,” Tiffany said. “It was a hard choice—they were all so beautiful—but we agreed to adopt a little boy. His name is Max. We just need to get the house ready, first.”

“That’s great!” I said. I stepped forward and shook Will’s hand, then gave Tiffany a hug. “I’ll help however I can. Children have always been the future, but in this world I feel it’s even more important. Maybe we can search the houses and look for any children’s clothes and stuff like that. How old is Max?”

“Three,” Tiffany said. “So of course he’s a handful. But we’re ready. And we agreed that keeping busy with a toddler would make it so we didn’t have time to think about… Other things.”

“Max, is that short for Maximus?” I asked. “Cool name, by the way.”

“Actually, it’s short for Maximum,” Tiffany said, finally smiling. “It’s an appropriate name for him.”

“I’m really proud of you guys,” I said. “You’re both doing great. As soon as I get back from my trip tomorrow we can start planning the school.”

Perhaps building a school before there were even any children here was a strange order to do things, but I didn’t care. The thought of a school here would help turn this place from a ramshackle settlement into a true home.
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I stood there for a minute and turned, looking around us. My thoughts were on the school; specifically, the location.

“Where would we build the school?” I wondered aloud. Will and Tiffany had already walked away, so they couldn’t answer.

Stan popped out of the storage room. “Sorry, couldn’t help but overhear you guys. Not that I want to evict myself, but I think our house is the one of the biggest in the area. If you want a school, that’s probably the best building for it. We can always clean up another house and live there.”

“Are you kicking me out of my house?” Kenny called out from within the building. “Dammit Stan, I was just starting to love that place!”

“Ah, you’ll get over it,” Stan said, waving it away.

“I’m a delicate flower, you have to be nice to me!” Kenny shouted.

Stan turned and pointed toward the house Jess was originally planning on living in. “So, we still need to explore the rest of the houses by that one. I think it’s time we spend a few hours checking those. I’m sure we can find a good place for us to live so we can turn my house into a school.”

“Oh, it’s your house now?” Kenny asked, feigning shock. “What am I, chopped human liver?”

“Again with the cannibalism,” I muttered.

“Oh stop,” Stan said to Kenny. “If you keep complaining, I’m gonna search those new houses until I find a dress and make you wear it.”

Kenny popped his head out. “Oh, don’t threaten me with a good time.” He waggled his eyebrows.

I just laughed. The guy was ridiculous sometimes.

“How’s power coming, Kenny?” I asked.

“Good,” he replied. “Once you get that second waterwheel and I hook up some more of these old solar panels we’ll be in a better position. I need to pull some more wire down from the power lines as well. Maybe when your green girlfriend gets here I can have her just push the telephone poles down so I can get the wire.”

“She and Sam can do it,” Stan said, half joking, half serious.

“Okay, you keep mentioning this guy Sam,” I said. “What’s going on with him?”

Stan paused for a moment, choosing his words. “Sam is…. Sam’s a whole journey. I don’t even know where to start.”

Mike stepped up. “I’d say start from the beginning but no one really knows.”

“Huh?” I asked.

“He just kinda showed up one day,” Mike continued. “Quietly asking for our healers. Everyone was terrified of him at first, but he’s a gentle soul. I think there’s a demon in him, though.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “Okay, you’re gonna have to explain that one. I’m not following you.”

Mike just shrugged. “I dunno, man. I’ve only met Sam a few times. Nice guy, but I’d never cross him.”

“You said earlier that he was big, right?” I asked, turning to Stan.

“Oh yeah, he’s huge,” Stan said. “He’s a Beastkin, like your girlfriend, but black instead of blonde. Can’t see him at all in the night, except for his eyeshine. It’s the scariest thing, because you just see these eyes….” Stan held his hand a few inches above his head. “Eyes aren’t supposed to be that high.”

“You guys are bad at telling stories, you know that?” Kenny asked.

Stan huffed. “Ah, fine. “Okay, so as I said the other day, Sam just kinda showed up at Loch Raven at one point. No one knew him or anything about him. He was bleeding and had some injuries that were infected. Honestly, we were all surprised he was even alive, considering the shape he was in.”

“How bad?” I asked.

“Bad,” Stan said. “He had this abscess on his side, and it took a few healers working together to heal everything. His jaw has been broken at least once, he’s got a few bullets lodged in him, and something really big bit his head.”

Kenny poke himself beneath the chin with a finger. “A tooth went in here. Through here, and punctured the roof of his mouth.”

“Hold on, what is big enough to do that?” I asked, trying to think of what would have a four-inch tooth. “A bear or something? And how could he even survive that?” I remembered the strange six-legged bear that had chased me and Iris and didn’t think I’d last more than three seconds with it. Hell, three seconds was being generous.

“Now you see our point,” Kenny said.

“He’s got a thick scar here,” Stan said, drawing a finger across his throat. “And marks all over his head, like someone used him as a giant chew toy. And through all of that, we get the idea that he won most of those fights. I mean, the guy survived out there for years.”

“How old is he?” I asked.

Stan shrugged. “No one knows, not even Sam himself. We think he’s around fifty. He has some gray hairs on his head, but we don’t know if it’s because of age or scar tissue.”

“Jesus,” I said. “Sounds like he’s been through a lot. What’s he like?”

“He’s nice,” Stan said. “Really nice. Visits the school and plays with the kids a lot. Just kinda relaxes most of the time, to be honest. I think he’ll like it here, with how peaceful everything is.”

“Until you put him to work, making that stone fence,” Kenny said with a laugh.

“Yeah, I’ll have to make sure I don’t piss him off,” I said.

“Ah, you’re fine. No one’s ever even seen the guy mad before. He’s just calm all the time. Okay, well, once. A guy pissed him off and got punched in the mouth. Damn near caved his face in.” Kenny glanced over his shoulder into the storage room. “Hey, I want to get some work done on all this today, then we’ll plan our trip. We don’t have a ton of capacity right now, but I think hooking up more of those forklift battery cells will be enough.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I guess we need to go back to that maintenance facility to get some more supplies.”

“Already on it,” Mike said. “Me and Alex are heading over there after breakfast. Might bring some of the others with us, the guys from Haven. Uhhh, Arnold and Jenna. Trying to keep everyone busy.”

“Sounds like everyone’s gonna be busy,” I said. “Good. I think we’ll get this place done in no time.”

“Done?” Kenny asked with a grin. “So, are you saying you’ve got a master plan bouncing around in that skull of yours?”

I turned and looked around me, trying to envision everything. “Actually, yeah, I do. I’m not sure how realistic it is, but I think I have a great plan.”

The guys were silent for a moment. “Care to enlighten us?” Kenny finally asked.

“Ah, sorry.” I pointed away from us, toward the west. “A stone wall there, with stone watchtowers at each end. I figure that’s the most likely avenue of approach, so blocking that off will help. And extend that wall all the way to the road, by the river. The other side, as far as we can. Maybe even wrap it around some houses.” I turned and pointed at some houses. “Get every solar panel hooked up, generate all the power we can. Clean water, maybe a wall down in that direction as well.”

“Other than the manual labor, it’s not the worst idea,” Stan said. “But, like we went over earlier, it’s a matter of finding the manpower to build it. If you can, good. If not, it’s just a pipe dream. What else?”

“A school,” I continued. “Gather up all the books we can find in these houses and organize them, maybe turn a room into a library. Turn another house into safe food storage, since we’ll have Iris managing multiple gardens. Yeah, I have a vision for this place. It’ll take a lot of work but I think it’ll get there. And eventually our population will grow, and we can continue filling out houses. But this central area will always be the safest part. The city center,” I added with a chuckle.

“It’s good to have a vision,” Stan said, then shrugged. “I mean, we’re all here to help you with it.”

“You say that like you’re staying here,” I said.

Stan looked at Kenny and neither man said anything.

“Are you guys staying here?” I asked

Stan shrugged again. “We’ve been talking about it. I still plan on visiting Loch Raven regularly, but the truth is, we like it here.”

“I get to build shit instead of just repairing shit,” Kenny said. “And as far as shit is concerned, I’d rather build than repair. Not actual shit, though, just so we’re clear.”

“I feel like I’m important here,” Stan said. “Like what I do actually matters. I think we’ve lost that up in Loch Raven. And I get it; we’re an established community. There isn’t much building anymore. It’s just repairing, like Kenny said. And that’s fine, but it’s just not where my heart is, at least not now.”

“Yeah, I feel the same,” Kenny said.

“Are you implying you have a heart?” Stan asked.

Kenny frowned and shook his head. “Nope. Sorry, I left my heart in my other pants.”

Stan laughed. “You’re something, Kenny.”

“I am, in fact, something,” Kenny said. “I am a thing, made of stuff. I am matter, and have mass. I’m made of atoms and molecules.” He turned and winked at me. “Add that to your school books, Mayor Mark.”

“Woah, hold on,” I said. “I’m not the mayor. We didn’t vote. Nope, no thanks.”

Kenny laughed. “Ahhh, too late! You’ve been elected and it’s official.”

“We didn’t even vote!” I complained.

“All in favor of Mark being mayor?” Kenny asked, raising his hand. Stan raised his hand as well. “Mike, raise your fucking hand,” Kenny said. Mike raised his hand. “Alright, it’s official. Mark is the mayor of Hope.”

“Ah, shit,” I said. “I demand a recount. The system is clearly rigged. Do I at least get a salary?”

“Sure,” Kenny said. “Do you accept payment in potatoes, or do you prefer rice?”

I frowned. “Uhh, I think I’d prefer potatoes.”

“Then it’s settled,” Kenny said. “Mark is the mayor of Hope, and will be paid exactly twenty potatoes each month.”

“Shit,” I said. “What are my duties?”

Kenny gave me a confused look. “Do I look like I have any clue what a mayor does?”

“Yeah, I think if we want to know the answer to that one, we should ask the mayor,” Stan said. “Hey mayor, what are the duties of the mayor around here?”

“I don’t fuckin’ know, that’s why I asked you guys!” I cried.

“If you don’t know the answer, you can just ask the mayor,” Kenny said, leaning in as if telling me a secret. He looked behind me and pointed. “Or maybe you can ask the bosses over there.”

I turned and looked behind me, where my girlfriends were messing with our garden. I happened to turn right as Jess bent over. Score.

“Are they part of my duties?” I asked.

“For you, I would imagine,” Kenny said. “Those are not women I’d leave alone or forget about. In fact, I’d add them to your daily roster.”

“Okay, so fuck bitches, get money,” I said, pretending to write it down. They chuckled, but it was clear they didn’t understand the reference. Eh, it wasn’t the best one, to be honest.

“Just don’t ever let them hear you call them that,” Kenny added.

“It’s a joke from my time, and a dumb one,” I said, glancing over my shoulder at them again. “But yeah, you’re right. I need to make sure I always schedule time for them. And Sharg, since she’ll probably be added into the mix.”

“My mother always told me to listen to the women in my life,” Kenny said in a slightly more serious tone. “So, if you’re looking for a direction to take this place or need some organization, that’s probably a good place to start. I’m good at wiring shit together but I have no clue how to run a settlement.”

I turned again and looked at the women right as Shayla bent over as well. Iris was facing us but bent over so I got a view down the front of her sundress. Man, I really had great timing.

“So, my first task as mayor will be figuring out what the fuck I’m doing here,” I said. “And I guess my second task will be to start building a school.”

“And your third task?” Kenny asked.

“Rescuing Sharg, apparently,” I said.

“Ah, so that’s an official act then?” Kenny placed two of his hands on his hips and rubbed his beard with his third.

I thought about it for a second. “I mean, it’ll be increasing our population by one, so we’ll all benefit. We’re saving a woman, so that’s good. And she’s strong as hell, which will come in handy around here. So sure, why not?”

“Sounds like something a mayor would say!” Kenny said.
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I paused and thought for a moment. I had so many things to do that I couldn’t decide where to start, but honestly at this point anything would be good.

“Let’s go see your house,” I said to Stan. “See if it’s even realistic to turn it into a school.”

He shrugged. “Sure. Come on.”

Together we walked down the street to where the guys currently lived. It was a big house, so I immediately started to see that turning it into something else was probably a good idea.

“The place is big,” Stan said, echoing my own thoughts. “Honestly, there’s a ton of room in there. Someone could cook the little ones some lunch in the kitchen, we could teach everyone in the living room. As we get more kids we could turn the individual bedrooms into different classes or age groups. Or maybe storage or something.”

We walked up the driveway, both of us pulling at vines, bushes, and a few low-hanging branches.

“Damn place is still overgrown, though,” I muttered.

“Yeah, that’ll be part of the education,” Stan said. “All the kids have to spend an hour outside, cleaning this damn house up.” He laughed, then grabbed a vine and began walking backward. It went high into a tree, nearly tearing several branches off as Stan pulled it.

“Well, at least we know where to start,” I said.

We walked into the house and checked things over. The living room was indeed quite large, with a lot of windows to let in light. A large front porch would be a nice place for the kids to learn when the weather was nice.

“Yeah, I think it’s reasonable,” I said, looking around. “We’ll have to round up some chairs and desks and I guess figure out how to make pencils and paper. But this house will totally do.”

“Great,” Stan said. “I guess we can start looking into other houses to eventually move into. At least we don’t have to worry about any kids here yet, unless you’ve managed to get all of your girlfriends pregnant in the past week.”

I laughed. “Not that I’m aware of, although I suppose that’s probably something in our future.”

Unless Shayla continued her preference of using the service entrance when she was ovulating, at least.

“We can bring Sharg around, too,” Stan said. “If any of the kids act up, we’ll just tell them she’ll eat them.”

I laughed. “Scarring them from birth. Sounds like a winning recipe.”

“Alright, we’ve established that my house is big and that you’re going to kick us out of it,” Stan said. “I guess we should move on to other things, now.”

“Yeah, I got mayor shit to do,” I said without thinking.

“There you go! Already moving into the role. I think you’ll do fine as mayor, to be honest.”

I frowned. I didn’t really want to be a leader, but these guys were thrusting it upon me. Well, the entire place was kind of my idea, and I was the guy with the vision for Hope. Perhaps I wasn’t the worst person for the job. Although, taking a tip from Kenny, I decided to go talk to my girlfriends and get their advice.

“Alright, let’s go,” I said.

The two of us walked back down the driveway, then toward the watchtower. That really was starting to become our central meeting point here at Hope. Everyone immediately went there first thing in the morning, and usually again in the evening, once we were all done for the day.

I raised my hand to wave to Stan and veer off, but he suddenly cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted at the people gathering at the watchtower.

“Hey everyone! We need some official leadership around here, so we’ve decided that Mark is the new mayor of Hope!”

“Ah, shit,” I grumbled.

Kenny cheered loudly, and Mike laughed and clapped his hands. After a brief moment of surprise, the others clapped and smiled as well. I just waved at them.

“I’ll do my best!” I said as I kept waiting.

“You’re welcome,” Stan said to me with a grin.

I flipped him a bird and walked over to my left, toward my house. My girlfriends were still there, going over our garden. Mostly it was Iris doing the work, since she was the one with the mutation.

“They’re already producing some fruit,” Iris said as I walked up. She knelt in front of a small tomato plant.

“But it’s only been two days!” Shayla said. “We planted them so late, I didn’t think we’d get anything this year. Or if we did, it would be small and the plants would die once it got cold.”

“Oh, they’ll still die if we don’t cover them somehow,” Iris said. She looked up and smiled at me as I approached. “Hey, Mark.”

“Hey, honey,” I said to her.

Jess was closest, so I pulled her into a tight hug and kissed her, then Shayla next. Iris was practically bouncing on her toes, waiting for me. I wrapped my arms around her tiny waist and lifted her into the air, spinning her as we kissed. She squealed with delight.

“So, the garden is going well?” I asked as I set her down. Jess just frowned at me and crossed her arms beneath her massive breasts. “What?” I asked.

“Um, so I’m not worth being picked up and spun around?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Oh come on, Jess,” Shayla said. “With those giant titties of yours you’d probably break his nose by accident.”

Jess’s serious facade broke and she laughed. “Ha! Yeah, you’re probably right. But—”

She cut off as I wrapped my arms around her waist, lifted her into the air, and spun her in a circle. Of course that did, in fact, put her giant breasts right in my face, so I did what any mature, respectful man would do: I motorboated the hell out of them.

Jess squealed and slapped at my head. “Ahhh, get off me! You horrible monster!” she shouted, laughing the entire time.

“Can’t!” I said, my voice muffled by her giant melons. I shook my head side-to-side again, then finally set her down and kissed her forehead. “Ahhh, what a great way to start the day.”

“Ahem,” Shayla said. I turned and saw her standing there, hands on her hips. She raised an eyebrow at me.

I laughed. “Okay, fine.”

I picked her up and spun her around as well, then set her down and kissed her. Remembering something from earlier, I reached up and gently ran a finger along the edge of her ear, then scratched them like I would a cat. Shayla practically melted in my arms.

“Oh god, marry me,” she said, her eyes closed. Her tail stood straight up, the tip slightly curled, and vibrated.

“Ohhh, marriage?” Iris asked, her eyes widening. “That could be fun. I’d marry you, Mark.” She looked at the other women. “I’d marry all of you, actually. We should do that soon.”

Fortunately, Jess saved me from a potentially awkward conversation. “So, I hear someone is the mayor, now.”

“Yeah,” I said as I let go of Shayla. She deflated a bit so I kissed her on the cheek, drawing a big smile from her. God, she was beautiful, especially with those bright blue eyes. “Stan and Kenny made that decision this morning, and they’re telling everyone it’s set in stone now. So I guess I’m the mayor.”

“Oh, I’m dating a mayor,” Shayla said. “I feel like I’ve moved up in the world. Do we get any additional perks?”

“Of course!” I said. “You get questions from me, since I don’t know what the hell I’m doing.”

Jess nodded in approval. “Good. At least you know who the real bosses are.”

“On that note, what should we do next?” I asked. “My thoughts are going toward starting some stone watchtowers and maybe a low wall over there, to help protect us. But I’m afraid it’ll be too much work. I also want to build a second waterwheel and a windmill for more electricity, and start on a basic water pump so we can all have clean water handy. Oh, and a school.”

“Those are all great,” Shayla said. “Maybe you know more than you think you do.”

“Communication and transportation are big ones,” Jess said, slipping her hands in her pockets. As tight as her jeans were, it took a bit of effort. “You should establish regular communication with Loch Raven. They’ve helped us a lot, so see how you can help them.”

“That’ll be hard right now,” I said. “We don’t have much to offer.”

Jess nodded. “I know. But we’ll get there. We’ve got about, uhh, twelve….” She trailed off as she counted in her head. “Oh, seventeen people as of tomorrow. And the boys are talking about bringing Sam down, which would make eighteen. You see? We’re growing.”

“So, we need to check more houses,” I said. “We have to make sure everyone has a place to stay. The houses next to the one you were originally going to stay in, those haven’t been checked yet.”

“Sounds like a good place to start,” Jess said. “Also if Will and Tiffany adopt a kid, that’ll be nineteen. We’re slowly but steadily growing.”

“What are the chances of someone wandering in?” Iris asked. “Does anyone live out there?” She pointed to the west, indicating the areas outside of the settlements.

“Doubtful,” Jess said. “There are a few wanderers, but this late in the game it’s not likely. Most people have learned that safety is in numbers, so they’re better off forming into villages and settlements. Now, if you can find some of those and contact them, you might stand a chance at bringing some new folks in. But you’d have to know where to go to find them.”

“I wonder,” I began, thinking out loud. “Iris, you remember where that bear attacked us? I had to turn around because the road continued in that direction for several miles with no exits.”

“Yeah, I think,” she said.

“Well, there was another small city up there. That was far enough away from any bombs that people probably survived, although I imagine society still broke down.”

“Don’t forget the thirty-year winter,” Jess added. “That killed more people than the bombs, to be honest.”

“Yeah, true,” I said. “There might be some people up there. Of course, they’d probably be in an established settlement by now, so convincing them to join with us could be a crapshoot. And then who knows if they’d even be decent people.”

Shayla gave me an odd look. “Crapshoot? Mark, no one is shooting any poop around here. It’s a waste of bullets.”

I rolled my eyes. “It’s an old saying. It means it would be risky.”

“Well of course it would be risky to shoot turds,” Shayla said, pretending not to get it. “It would splatter everywhere and smell terrible. I mean, really, Mark. I expected better of you.”

Jess laughed. “Oh Shayla, I do enjoy your jokes.”

“Really?” Shayla asked, seeming almost shy for a moment.

“Of course!” Jess said.

“I think you’re funny as well,” Iris said. “You make me laugh all the time. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone so funny.”

Shayla suddenly looked emotional. “You guys, that means a lot to me. My whole life I’ve been told that I’m annoying and that I need to tone down my jokes. Thank you.” She stepped forward and pulled all of us into a big, awkward hug.

“You guys are the best,” Shayla said quietly.

“You should marry me,” Iris said, stretching up and kissing her cheek.

“You really want to get married, don’t you?” Jess asked.

“Yes, and to you as well,” Iris said, kissing Jess on the neck. “I want to marry all of you. In the romance books I read growing up, they always got married at the end and everyone was so happy. They never broke up or separated. It was always so beautiful.”

“Romance books?” Shayla asked.

“Eh, I’ve seen a few of them,” Jess said. “We have some books up in Loch Raven. Most of the romance ones are…. Well, I’m not really sure how to describe them. I mean, I enjoy reading them, but I understand most of them are unrealistic. I mean, I’m not aware of any werewolves around here that would fight for my love.”

I laughed. “Yeah, some of those romance books get kinda crazy.”

“The smutty ones are the worst,” Jess said.

“Hold on. Iris, you said you read a bunch of romance novels growing up?” I asked.

“Of course,” she said. “Most of the books we had were romance.”

“So, not to be weird or anything, but you don’t seem to know much about sex. How is that possible if you were reading romance books?”

“Oh, I skipped almost all those parts!” she said. “I remember the first one I read, she described his, uh, his you-know-what as being this big around.” She held up both hands and made a circle, but her fingers weren’t quite touching.

“Jesus christ,” Shayla said, grabbing her crotch and wincing. “That’s not even possible. And if it was, you could keep it the hell away from me.”

“That’s the size of my leg,” I said.

Iris nodded. “Once I saw that, I just started skipping every sex scene. I thought they all involved these things that were too big to even fit inside me and lots of face-slapping and stuff that I wasn’t interested in. I was just kinda scared of sex after that. It weirded me out.”

“So you read romance books but skipped the sex scenes?” Jess asked.

“Yeah,” Iris said. “I once found this book called Goblin Breeder and I had to skip basically the entire thing. It was terrible. Also, goblins? Weird. But yeah, I was afraid of sex and thought it was gonna be terrible until I heard you three doing it my first night here. Then I kinda fell for Mark and got all these feelings inside me and I knew I wanted him.”

“He has a way of doing that,” Shayla said, smiling at me.

“So, are we getting married, then?” Iris asked.

I laughed. “Let’s go on our first date before we talk about marriage.”

Iris nodded. “So, I know what we’re doing tonight.”
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Shayla smirked at me. “Now that I think about it, he owes us all dates.”

“Ah, shit,” I said. “I guess I had better get planning.”

“Chop chop, mister,” Jess said, clapping her hands. “I’m not waiting very long for my date. You’d better wow me or I’ll, uhh…” She looked around and then pointed at Shayla. “Or I’ll just shack up with her.”

“But you already live with her,” I said.

“Come here, you hussy,” Jess said, rushing over to Shayla. She grabbed her in an exaggerated hug and kissed her. Shayla responded by immediately reaching around and slapping Jess on the ass.

Iris just laughed. “I love how you all get along so well. Looking back, I don’t think I’ve ever been around this much happiness before. For that matter, I’ve never been this happy before. My life before this was just a struggle, every day.”

“Well, just you wait,” Shayla said, still grinning as she held onto Jess. “Mark is certain to let you down.”

“Hey!” I said.

“But it’s okay. We forgive him,” Shayla said, transferring her goofy smile to me.

“That’s it, you’re getting a spanking tonight,” I said.

“Promise?” Shayla asked. “Seriously, what’s a gal gotta do to get her ass beat around here?”

Iris just looked confused. The rest of us laughed.

“Alright my darlings, let me try to get something done today,” I said.

“You can do me,” Shayla said, walking up and slipping her hand in mine.

“Oh, and me!” Iris said. “You can, uh, do me all you want! I like it when you do me.”

I laughed and put my other arm around Iris’s shoulders. “You’re a dear, you know that?” I said, and kissed her temple.

“But, deer are ugly animals, at least where I’m from,” Iris said, looking confused.

“Ah, it’s just a term of endearment,” I said. “Okay, so where is the second garden going to be?”

“Since everything seems to gravitate near the watchtower, we were thinking over there,” Jess said. “Plus Jacob has that huge front yard. Might as well put it to use. All that grass certainly helps no one.”

“Grass,” I muttered. “You can thank the French aristocracy for that. At least we don’t have any HOAs around here to tell us to cut it every week.”

We walked over near the watchtower, where people were still beginning to gather. Jacob and Ellie were up and cooking something that smelled delicious. Well, I’d get some of that once we were done figuring out the garden.

A shovel had been leaned against the side of the watchtower, so I walked over and grabbed it.

“Okay, so where at?” I asked, pointing around on the grass. “Right around here?”

“Yeah, that’s what we were thinking,” Jess said. “This entire area near the road. We can grow plenty of things right here and still have room left over for other stuff, like chickens.”

“Hey Jess, we need some chickens,” I said.

She rolled her eyes. “I know, I know. Maybe my father will give you some as your dowry, since apparently we’re all getting married.”

“Oh, we are? We’re actually gonna do it?” Iris asked. She bounced on her toes and clapped her hands. “Nukes, I can’t wait!”

I looked at Shayla and shrugged. “I mean, I guess there’s no reason not to.”

She gave me a gentle smile. “I certainly love you, Mark. I’ll do anything with you, even marriage if that’s what you want.”

I thought about it for a moment as I walked over to the trimmed field with my shovel. I stabbed it in the ground and tore at the dense grass roots.

In the past, marriage served several purposes: financial security for a woman and it helped keep a family together so the children would thrive. As women began to work more, they didn’t need the financial security as much. They also began standing up to abusive partners, so marriage became less popular.

To be pragmatic, there wasn’t really much of a reason for us to get married. There was no financial benefit in this world where everything had broken down. With no government, there were no laws, no credit scores, no bank loans, and really no solid reasons for marriage, other than love.

But then again, love was a pretty good reason, right? In the end, it was the only one that truly mattered. And that was enough.

I remembered what Kenny had told me when we spoke about Iris. Who cares if we didn’t have some long, grand romance where we traveled to Paris and fell in love once we learned we had everything in common. She was a good woman, through and through, and I would be an idiot to let her get away. Shayla and Jess, too.

I stabbed my shovel into the soil again and tore at the thick mass of roots. Man, it was going to be tough to grow a garden here. The grass wasn’t going to leave without a fight. I stomped on the shovel, then leaned the handle back, tearing out another chunk.

“Hey, you,” I said to my girlfriends after a minute of work.

“Huh?” Shayla asked.

“Who?” Jess said.

“The one I’m in love with,” I said, still not looking. I shoveled out another piece, trying to make a border. My best bet, unfortunately, was probably to remove the top few inches of soil over this entire area, to get all the roots out. Even still, we’d have some weeds and grass to worry about. Maybe Iris could handle that.

“Me?” Iris asked, sounding hesitant.

“I don’t think I’ve ever hated grass so much in my life,” I muttered, then turned to the women. “I have a tendency to overthink things, which often made sense in my world. But not here. You’re all wonderful, and have made my life so incredibly great. So yeah, let’s all get married. All of us. Let’s do it.”

“Can I marry Jess?” Iris asked.

“Only if I get to marry Shayla,” Jess said.

“Okay, but I want to marry Iris,” Shayla said with a crooked grin.

“And I wanna marry Mark!” Iris said. Her face was flushed and I had never seen her happier.

“Look, I have no idea how we’re gonna do it,” I said to them. “In my day, marriages had financial benefits, which was funny because people spent so much damn money on the ceremonies. Here, it’ll just be us, building a life together. All four of us, so yes, Iris you can marry Jess, and Shayla can marry everyone.”

“I’m gonna marry myself,” Shayla said, putting her hands on her hips and nodding with satisfaction. “That’s the important move, here. That way, I get the best partner.”

“Like I said, I don’t know how we’re gonna do it, but we’ll figure something out,” I said. “I think at the minimum, I owe each of you a proper date, first. Can’t exactly drive you to a movie, so that’ll take some thought as well. But let’s do it.”

Jess was trying to keep her composure, but her face was twitching from the effort of not smiling so big. “My father could probably officiate,” she said dryly.

“Would that be wise?” I asked. “Would he have a problem with me marrying you and two other women at the same time?”

She pursed her lips. “That’s a good point.”

“Jacob could do it,” Shayla said. “He’s known us the longest. Well, me and you at least. Not the rest.”

“Yeah, good call,” I said. “Kenny can be the maid of honor.”

Jess barked a laugh. “Don’t tell him that or he’ll show up in a dress.”

I thought for a moment. “Yeah, you’re right. There isn’t much I’d put past him. Crazy bastard.”

“I heard that!” Kenny shouted as he walked closer. “And what’s this about me wearing a dress? I’ll have you know I’d probably look great in a dress, better than anyone.” He looked over at the women. Iris was wearing a sundress and Kenny frowned at her. “Okay, so probably not as good as Iris.”

“We’re getting married!” Iris shouted.

“Is that so?” Kenny asked. He turned and looked at me. “Sounds like you finally listened to me, Mark. Good on you.”

“So, are we officially engaged now?” Iris asked.

I bent down and grabbed some seed stalks and snapped them off, then began twisting them. I let the shovel fall over as I continued working, twisting the long stems into loops and trying to get them to stay together.

“World’s shittiest engagement ring,” I muttered to myself as I started on another one.

“What are you doing?” Jess asked, watching me curiously.

I got them to stay together for a few seconds, which was good enough. Three rings, made from grass seed stalks. I motioned for the women to approach me and I knelt in front of them.

“Left hands, please,” I said.

One they all held their hands out to me, I slipped the shoddy grass rings on their fingers, then held them all in mine.

Shit. What was I supposed to say? I had planned for several more years of just relaxing and enjoying life, fixing up my old house while I figured out my career path. Marriage was not something in my cards.

But then again, neither was being frozen and waking up eighty years later in the ruins of Baltimore. Or, you know, being shot in the stomach. Or, dating a hot catgirl. Don’t tell her I called her that.

“I want to spend the rest of my life with you three,” I said, looking up at them. “I promise to protect you, provide for you, and to always put in maximum effort to make sure you’re happy. Will you marry me? All of you?”

“Yes!” Iris said, practically vibrating with joy.

Jess opened her mouth to answer but her grass ring fell apart at that moment. She frowned at her hand. “Damn. Is that a sign?”

“You know, you could probably find a bunch of nice rings by searching through these houses,” Shayla said.

“Don’t ruin the moment,” I told her. “By the way, yours was made from poison ivy.”

“Huh?” she asked, pulling her hand out of my grasp and looking at it.

I laughed. “Gimme your damn hand and marry me. All of you.”

Shayla and Jess pulled off the remnants of the grass rings, but Iris kept hers. I held all their hands in mine, the four of us smiling at each other like idiots.

“I love you, Mark,” Shayla said. “You know I’ll marry you. Hell, I’ll divorce you just so I can marry you again. It’s the least I can do for a man that took a bullet for me, then later saved my life. I also want to marry this babe, though.” With her right hand, she slapped Jess on the ass.

“Why is everyone obsessed with my ass?” Jess asked.

“Have you seen that thing?” I asked.

Jess pursed her lips. “Fair. Alright, so we’re getting married. Where are we—”

“So, do you accept?” I asked. “You never said yes.”

“Of course,” she replied.

“Well, will you say it?”

Jess gave me an odd look, almost like she was slightly annoyed, then took a deep breath. Her voice shook slightly. “Mark, I love you, and will gladly marry you.”

I stood up and pulled them all into a hug. Iris was practically bouncing, and alternated between kissing me and kissing Jess, who stood next to her. Not wanting to leave anyone out, She pulled away and ran around to Shayla, then tackled her and kissed her as well.

The two tripped and fell on the ground with Iris on top, still kissing Shayla. Shayla just laughed the entire time.

“Are you alright?” Kenny asked, having seen them fall.

“I’m kissing my wife!” Iris yelled back.
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Kenny stared for a moment, not quite getting it. “Uh, okay!” He waved and continued on.

I walked back over and grabbed the shovel, then continued my work there. My previous assumption had been right; the grass and weeds had been so thick here that the roots were like one solid mass. Cutting through it with the shovel worked, but for us to grow anything there I’d have to remove the top few inches from the entire area.

“At least I know what I’m doing this morning,” I said to myself. I stabbed the shovel into the ground again and again, hoping to just get it over with.

“So, what do we do, now that we’re married?” Iris asked.

“We aren’t married yet,” Jess said.

“Ah, engaged, sorry,” Iris corrected herself.

“I think I know what we should do,” Shayla said. “Mark, you just keep working over there. I’m gonna take my soon-to-be wives on a date. Iris, you already look great. Jess, I think you and I need to change. We can’t let our wife outdo us like that.”

Jess looked over at Iris’s breasts and then her own and poked them with a finger. “You think one of those dresses will hold these things?”

“Actually, I hope they fall out all over me,” Shayla said. “But I’m sure we’ll figure something out.”

“You can try raiding that house over there,” I said, pointing to the house next to where Jess had originally planned on staying. “We haven’t checked any of those yet. You might find something useful inside them.”

“Good point,” Shayla said. “Come on, girls. Let’s go steal some clothes from dead people and get ready for our hot date.”

“What’s a hot date?” Iris asked, looking up at the sky. “The weather’s actually really nice right now. A little cool.”

“It means we’re all going to dress up and look so good that Mark shoots off in his pants when he sees us,” Shayla said matter-of-factly.

“That actually sounds like fun,” Jess said. “I don’t think I’ve ever really dressed up before. Definitely not to impress a man. For me, once I graduated school I just went straight to work. A lot of us have uniforms up at Loch Raven, which keeps things simple. Not sexy, but simple.”

“Oh, we’re gonna make you look incredible,” Shayla said, taking Jess’s hand. “I just need to figure out how to use makeup and stuff. But we’ll make it happen.”

Iris ran over to Shayla’s other side and the three of them held hands. They smiled as they walked past me, and I made no attempt to hide that I was openly checking them out.

“Someone looks hungry,” Jess said, smiling at me.

“Someone looks delicious,” I replied with a wink.

I watched them walk away, simply amazed at their beauty. The way Jess had somehow managed to squeeze her ass into those jeans was mesmerizing. When I died, I wanted to be reincarnated as those jeans.

Shayla glanced at me over her shoulder and flashed another smile. Her tail swished side-to-side as they walked toward the houses.

“Man, how did I get so lucky?” I asked myself as I drove the shovel into the ground again.

At least I was smart enough to make a mental note to search all of the houses for jewelry. Since survival was the name of the game still, things like gold necklaces had become all but worthless. I knew there was a good chance I’d find plenty of stuff in these houses if I just checked. Besides, they were all great women and deserved real rings.

And then of course my mind ruined things by going straight to Sharg. I had promised to rescue her from the violent world she lived in and bring her here for a life of peace and love. She was a very pretty woman, even though she had the figure of a massive bodybuilder. I didn’t really have many feelings for her yet, considering we hadn’t really done much except have sex and a nice conversation. But I was pretty sure things would go well with her.

Although to be fair, Sharg had also said that I didn’t have to take her as mine. For her, it would be enough to just come up here and enjoy a calm life. She was a lot of fun in the sheets though, so part of me definitely wanted to do that again. And my girlfriends had expressed they wanted to try her as well, at least Shayla and Jess.

Well, if we were knocking boots on the regular, that would pretty much necessitate a relationship. And if I was going to marry three women and just ignore the fourth, that wouldn’t work. In fact, that would be quite shitty of me.

Which is how I realized I was probably going to wind up marrying a Green Woman soon. Or, Lakpal, or whatever.

Man, life was fucking weird at times. I was quickly learning to just accept whatever happened. Also, anything that increased my chances of survival was important and should be kept close. If that meant marrying a four-hundred-pound bodybuilder woman with tits the size of my head, so be it.

And of course, that got me thinking about her tits, which got me thinking about her in bed with my other girlfriends and how much fun it could all be. I had to start thinking about other things so I didn’t wind up sporting a boner while I worked.

So instead I focused on digging out as much grass and roots as possible. I took it one shovelful at a time, throwing the dirt to the side. Maybe we could build something with all that root-filled dirt. Probably would have to wait for everything in it to die, first.

But hey, at least I was doing something, which made me feel good. I had this scratching notion that becoming mayor meant I was going to be doing more managerial duties, which I wasn’t particularly excited for. I just wanted to build things like the rest of the guys and bang my hot girlfriends.

By the time I had cleared out a rather large square area, my hands were starting to hurt. Blisters helped nothing, so I stopped before I got any. I left the shovel stabbed into the ground so the next person could pick up where I left off, and walked back to my house.

My Porsche was sitting in the driveway, so I reached in and grabbed the battery charger. After hooking it up to the batteries, I fetched an extension cord and began charging it. Being able to do that was awesome, although it reminded me that I needed to work on a second waterwheel and other forms of electricity generation.

I decided to focus on a windmill next. The idea was incredibly simple; just fan blades helping to drive an alternator. Kenny could handle the wiring, I just needed to build the main structure.

I probably looked a bit lost as I slowly wandered down the driveway, checking in each direction for an appropriate tree. I needed something tall and straight, like a pine tree. The faint roar in the background clued me in that Kenny was using the chainsaw, so I’d have to do it the manual way.

I walked back over to the watchtower and entered the storeroom. Tools had been neatly placed in the corner, so I grabbed my machete and a bow saw. It would have to do.

After that, I left and continued looking for the right tree. We had done a great job clearing out the central area, which was mostly Jacob’s front yard, my front yard, and the places immediately surrounding it. Jess’s old house was reasonably clear, so I went to the house next to it. That yard was still an overgrown mess.

“Well, this will be a blast,” I muttered to myself as I set the saw down.

I ran my thumb across the machete blade and was pleasantly surprised when I realized someone had sharpened it. Good. It hacked through bushes and undergrowth with ease, although I definitely got a workout. After five minutes of that, I pulled my shirt off and hung it on a nearby branch while I continued to work.

Part of me wished I had a few sticks of dynamite. Blasting this yard clear would be a lot faster—and let’s be honest, more satisfying—than hacking at it for hours. But, I kept on, and used the bow saw when I ran into anything too big for my machete. My hands ached, but I never slowed.

After close to an hour, I wiped sweat from my forehead with my arm and stood there, catching my breath. The cool air felt great and helped lower my body temperature a bit. I thought I heard giggling behind me, so I turned.

My girlfriends all stood there, watching me. Iris was still in her sundress and cardigan, and Shayla had changed into a similar outfit. Jess held an armload of clothes in all different colors. All three of them smiled.

“Looking good over there!” Shayla said. “I like a hard-working man.”

“Hoping to start on a windmill today,” I said. “Did y’all find anything useful in there?”

“I had to break the window to get inside,” Jess said, then hefted her armload of clothes. “But yeah, lots of potential stuff. Looks like the woman that lived there previously was built kinda like me, or at least close enough.”

“Like a goddess?” Shayla asked with a grin. Jess rolled her eyes.

“We can pull a window from the collapsed house to repair it,” I said. “Did you find a key?”

“Yeah,” Shayla said, holding it up so that I could see it. “I’ll let Stan and the guys know that house needs some fixing.”

“We’re gonna go try some stuff on and play with our hair,” Jess said as she turned. “Love you, honey.”

“You too, gorgeous,” I said.

Iris looked like she wanted to say something, but instead just blushed and waved at me. I wanted to tackle the three of them right there, but I was a sweaty mess and they all looked gorgeous.

Once they left I turned back to the yard. I saw a suitable tree about ten feet in front of me, so I spent the next twenty minutes hacking through bushes and undergrowth to get to it. Fortunately the bow saw was nice and sharp. It felled the tree in no time at all.

The tree fell away from the property, which meant the end of it was in the street, exactly as I had planned. Those angled cuts worked wonders sometimes. I pushed some bushes and saplings out of the way and walked up to the lowest branches. The bow saw made short work of those. A few were thin enough that I could use the machete to just hack them off.

When I got to the top of the tree, the main trunk got a bit too thin, so I selected an appropriate place and sawed through it. After pulling the top branches out of the way, I continued stripping the trunk of branches until I had just one long log, like a thin telephone pole.

“This’ll work,” I said with a satisfied nod.

I reached down and grabbed onto the end of the log and dragged it out of the yard. It was heavy as hell, but I managed.

However, I quickly learned just how tiring it was to drag the thing all the way to the watchtower. Jacob and Ellie were there, handing out food to everyone.

“Stop working so hard!” Jacob called out to me. “Come shove some food in your gullet.”

“Can’t keep working if you’re hungry,” Ellie said, motherly as always.

I dropped the log, set the machete and saw down, and walked over to them. They were right; I was absolutely famished.

“Put on a shirt, you’ll scare away all the women!” Kenny said. Next to him, Jenna fanned herself with a hand and laughed.

“Thanks,” I said as Ellie handed me a plate filled with sauteed sliced potatoes, garlic, and what smelled like goose meat.

“You eat every bite of that, you hear?” she said firmly.

“Yes ma’am,” I replied with a grin. I stabbed a slice of potato and popped it into my mouth. “Oh wow, this is great, Ellie.”

“Of course it is,” she said with a nod. “My Jacob can make anything taste good.”

“My compliments to the chef,” I said, nodding at Jacob. He winked in return.

I sat on a nearby stump and wolfed down the food. I had to remind myself to take a breath; I was hungry enough I was at risk of biting off the tines of the damn fork.

“Have you planned our trip yet?” Stan asked.

“Nah,” I said around a mouthful. “I guess I should do that, eh?”

“Might be wise,” Stan said.

“I’ll just wing it!” Kenny shouted. “I don’t give a sheeeeeit!”
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Breakfast came first. As Ellie said, I couldn’t work if I was hungry. Once I was done, I handed the plate to Ellie and stretched my back for a moment. I wasn’t used to so much physical labor, but since founding Hope I had been working every day. Hard work, too: hauling logs, stones, building things from scratch with my hands. I was fit, but this was all new.

“Those apple trees need to hurry up,” Kenny said as he finished his breakfast. “I could really go for some apple juice right now. Or a couple apples. Apple sauce. Sauteed apples with cinnamon and butter. Anything apple-related would hit the spot.”

“Iris can probably make them grow faster,” I said. “Our grapes are thriving after just one day with her.”

“Where did you get grapes?” Ellie asked, suddenly interested in the conversation.

“They’re yours,” I said. “The Druids trashed them, but they were still alive. We dug up a half dozen of them and replanted them here. Iris is making sure they do well.”

“Well, ain’t that something,” Ellie said. “I guess there was no saving the tomatoes, though.” She muttered a few curses under her breath directed at the Druid that had taken a shit on her garden. I mean really, who does that?

“Yeah, I wasn’t touching those,” I said. “We have some tomatoes of our own, though. In fact, we’ll probably have our first edible tomatoes in about a week, all because of Iris. Oh, we still need to build a greenhouse, by the way.”

“Always something with you, mayor,” Kenny said, rolling his eyes. “Work, work, work, do this, do that. I never get a break!”

“And yet you take a nap almost every day after lunch,” Stan pointed out.

“Shhhh! Don’t tell the mayor, he’ll make naps illegal,” Kenny said.

“Wait, what?” Mike asked, suddenly hearing us.

“He was kidding,” Stan said.

“Oh,” Mike said. The guy was like a total stoner sometimes.

“Alright, so I figure we should leave tomorrow morning,” I said, trying to plan the trip in my head. It was simple; just a quick run into the city, but things were so dangerous these days even that required planning.

“To go pick up your green girlfriend, right?” Kenny asked. “Man, I’ll bet she likes that you’re all clean-cut. You’re like the total opposite of their men.”

I shrugged. “Kinda, yeah. She noticed that I’m different from the others. Said that the first time we met.”

“She said you smelled good!” Jacob called out from where he was sitting. “Said you sounded different, too.”

I threw my hands up. “Why does everyone say that? I sound perfectly normal and the same as everyone else.”

“Say ‘water,’” Kenny said.

“Uh, water.” I didn’t get it.

“You see?” Kenny said, pointing at me as he turned to the others. “You guys heard it, didn’t you?”

“What?” I asked.

“Wooder,” Stan said. “That’s how you say it.”

“Are you—wait, hold on. Do I actually have a Baltimore accent?” I ran my fingers through my hair. “Am I gonna start calling everyone ‘hon’ now?”

“Huh?” Kenny asked. The others just looked curious.

“It was a Baltimore thing,” I said. “‘Hon’ is short for ‘honey,’ and it was common here before the war. Some people also pronounced it like ‘Balmore’ instead of ‘Baltimore.’ Okay, okay, I concede. I guess I have an accent.”

“Okay, hon, so how are we doing this trip tomorrow?” Kenny asked with a grin.

“Well, hon, I figure we should leave early,” I said. “Get through there before the Druids wake up. That makes the most sense to me.”

Jacob chimed in. “Their leader is an early riser, actually. Always been that way. He makes a lot of them keep the same hours, so things might not be as clear as you’d imagine.”

“How do you know so much about their leader?” Kenny asked, looking over his shoulder.

Jacob shrugged uncomfortably. “Eh. I get around. I know a lot.”

That wasn’t the first time I’d heard Jacob spout some rather specific knowledge about the Druids. Something was up with him, but I didn’t want to dig too deeply. I had a feeling that whatever knowledge he had, it was buried beneath years of trauma.

“Well, the rest of the city will probably be sleeping,” I said, continuing. “Either way, I’d like to start early.”

“No complaints here,” Stan said. “Get in there and get it done.”

“Exactly,” I said. “Fortunately, it’s a pretty easy drive. Down 83, then a short stint through the city. After passing through Druid territory, I didn’t encounter any other gangs on the way to Lakpal territory. Uhh, the Green Men.”

“I don’t think anyone is dumb enough to get too close to them,” Jacob said.

“I think you’re right,” I replied. “Except for me, apparently. So, we’ll just drive in there and I’ll start calling out for Sharg. Her name carries weight; she was the sister of their previous leader and is apparently one of their strongest warriors. I’m sure word has spread after my last visit, so I’m pretty confident we can just go right in there and get her.”

“What’s the risk of conflict?” Stan asked. “How likely?”

“The risk of death threats is sky-high,” I said. “But once I throw Sharg’s name around I don’t think they’ll mess with us. People fear her.”

“Damn,” Kenny said. “Sounds like you picked one hell of a girlfriend.”

“Yeah, apparently I’m good at that,” I said dryly. Well, it had worked out really damn well so far.

“From what you’re describing, the trip shouldn’t take long at all,” Stan said.

“Yeah, if we’re not back within two hours I’ll be surprised,” I said. “And then we can get back to our regular daily activities. I still need to build that windmill.”

“We’ll help with all that,” Stan said. “I’m sure Kenny needs more work so he doesn’t forget how to wire shit together.”

“The knowledge is just draining through my fingers,” Kenny said, holding his hands in front of him. “Like water. Pond water. Pond water with tadpoles in it and mosquitos overhead.” He suddenly looked around. “Hey, are you guys gonna get some chickens here?”

“Yeah, Jess said she’d bring down some chickens,” I told him. “Maybe after this trip tomorrow morning, I can recharge the Porsche and take her to see her father. That might be a good opportunity.”

“How many chickens do you think you’re fitting in that little car?” Kenny asked with a hint of a smirk.

I turned and looked at the small German sports car sitting in my driveway. He was right. “Good point,” I said. “Well, we’ll figure something out. Maybe Josh can bring some in his truck, so we can start off with a dozen deaf chickens.”

“Don’t think I’ve ever asked,” Stan began. “Where did you live before the bombs fell?”

“Over, uhhh, hold on.” I stood and turned so that I was pointing to the east. “That way, on the edge of the city limits. Right off Bel Air road, just south of 695.”

“Have you seen your old house since coming back?” he asked me.

“No, not at all,” I replied. “Damn, now I’m curious, though. It was a decent house. I wonder how much of it survived, if any? It was a nice, quiet neighborhood.”

“You should check it out sometime,” Stan said. “Might be neat to see how the house fared. Maybe you can find something useful there, or some old keepsake that survived.”

“Bring a gun,” Kenny added.

“Yeah, good point,” I said, reaching down and patting my belt. Or at least, where my pistol belt should have been.

Shit, I had forgotten my pistol that morning. I tried to make it a habit to be armed everywhere I went. Well, several people around us had pistols at their hips, and within the storage room a few rifles and pistols hung upon the wall. We were safe enough.

“That’ll have to wait a couple days,” I said. “I’ve got more important things to do first.”

“Oh, serious question,” Kenny said. “Will Sharg fit in your Porsche?”

I rubbed my chin. That was a damn good question. “Yeah. The seat slides back pretty far. I know the range will take a hit, though, since she’s so heavy. I might have you wire the extra batteries into the car so we can get the maximum range possible, though.”

“Yeah, it’s past time I did that,” Kenny said. “I’m still shocked at how well it did with just three.”

“Well, those were pretty big batteries,” I said. “And in a lightweight car, too. The solar panel helped, our transmission helped. All in all, we did a great job on that car. With the full six batteries, maybe we can get close to fifty miles of range. Damn, that would be something.”

“Yeah, fifty miles of range makes it usable,” Kenny said. “Like, really usable. Fifty miles will get you to Loch Raven and back twice without any concerns about how much range you have left. That’s big, I tell you. Life-changing.”

“Yeah, which reminds me, I need to talk to Jess about going to see her dad. I know we planned on doing it at a certain time, but now I’m wondering if we should just do it after we get back from picking up Sharg.”

“Feeling like you need to rush things?” Stan asked.

I frowned. “Rush might be the wrong word,” I said. “But yeah. I feel a sense of purpose. Like there’s always five things I need to do to make Hope a better place.”

Kenny walked over and clapped me on the shoulder. “And that’s why we all voted to make you mayor,” he said with a grin. “Too much damn stress for me.”

“Kenny, taking a shit is too much stress for you half the time,” Stan said.

“I can’t help it, I’m just delicate sometimes,” Kenny said defensively.

“Okay, so wake up early, grab a quick breakfast, then head south,” Stan said. “You mentioned some overpasses on the way down. Armed men were there, right?”

“Yeah,” I replied. “And a few on the side of the road. One guy chucked a rock at me, almost hit my windshield. So Kenny, I imagine you’ll be busy.”

Kenny brought his hands up as if he were gripping the machine gun and pulled the trigger. “Sounds like my kinda fun. I wonder how many of ‘em I can put down?”

“A hundred wouldn’t be enough,” Stan muttered. “Never enough.” He turned back to me. “So, just us three? Well, and Josh. He’s the best driver, so we can’t forget him.”

“Yeah, that sounds good,” I said. “It might seem a little wild, but I do really think it’s gonna be okay. Scary, but we’ll swing down there, grab her, and come back.”

Stan nodded. “I’m glad you’re confident. I’m going to act like we’re knocking on death’s door the entire time.”

“That’s a good way to live your life,” Jacob said. “Keeps a man on his toes.”

“Except you ain’t gotta do that no more,” Ellie said. She reached out and placed a hand on his knee. “Now you got a woman to take care of you.”

Jacob looked down at her hand and smiled. “Yeah, I reckon you’re right.”

I opened my mouth to say something, but screaming cut me off.

“You mother fucker!”

It was Tiffany’s voice. There was only one thing that would make her that angry, and we all knew it.

Druids.

I sprinted around to the storage room and grabbed a shotgun. It was already loaded so I hurried outside to join the others. Everyone pulled out guns and hurried in that direction.

“Stop!” a young man’s voice shouted. “Stop, please! I need to talk to Jacob!”

I glanced over at Jacob, who looked somewhere between confused and angry. That was never good.

“Come on, guys,” I said. “Let’s see what the hell is going on.”

“Whatever it is, I have a bad feeling about it,” Jacob said in a dark voice.
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Jacob, Kenny, Stan, and I all walked in the direction of the shouting voices. We walked with a few meters between us for the sake of safety, in case this was another ambush. It didn’t take us long at all to see the source of the shouting.

Will held his wife back while she wildly flailed and swung her arms and legs. A filthy young man was on the ground, clutching a bloody mouth.

“Calm down, honey,” Will said between clenched teeth.

“I’LL FUCKING KILL YOU!” Tiffany shouted.

“Get ahold of yourself!” Will said, dragging her back a few steps. “Think of Max, Tiffany. Do you want him to see you this way?”

That got her to stop trying to kill the young man, but she still seethed in anger. “One day I’ll tell Max what the Druids did to his sister, so he’ll hate them as well. I won’t rest until EVERY SINGLE ONE of you mother fuckers is dead!”

“No,” Will said firmly. “This is gonna eat you alive, Tiffany. Take a deep breath, my love.”

He turned her away from the young Druid and the two embraced. Tiffany immediately broke down and cried on her husband’s shoulder.

“I miss her so much,” she said between sobs.

“So do I,” Will said. He sounded like he was barely holding himself together.

“What the hell?” I muttered as I walked up.

The young Druid sat on the ground, holding a bloody mouth and nose with one hand and leaning back on the other one. He wore no visible weapon, and his clothes were filthy but serviceable. Something about him looked familiar.

“Welcome back,” Jacob said in a cold voice. He slowly raised his pistol and pointed it at the young man. “I’m assuming you forgot my promise.”

“No, no!” the man shouted, raising both hands.

“We’re gonna check the area for more of those scumbags,” Stan said. He and Kenny began scouting around, checking the nearby trees and overgrowth with their weapons held ready.

“I’m alone!” the young man shouted at them. “Trust me, no one wants to come up here after last time. I’m just here to talk.”

“I didn’t think Druids were interested in talking,” I said. My disdain for this man was vast, like an ocean. He was the scum of society; part of a violent gang of psychopaths that were actively making the world a worse place.

“Listen,” he said, keeping a wary eye on Jacob. “You guys let me go last time, remember?” He raised his hands and nodded toward them, showing the gunshot scars that had only barely healed. “I took your message to our chief. I knew I was gonna die, but after I described you guys to him, he let me live. Kept me close, actually.”

“So, you told him everything about us?” I asked. Man, I wanted to shoot him.

“No, no,” he said quickly. “I described you guys to him, and those guys over there. And her,” he said quietly, glancing over at Tiffany. “But I told him you had close to a hundred men here. I couldn’t remember them all. I just told him about the ones I could remember. Like him,” he said, nodding at Jacob.

“I don’t like it when men know about me,” Jacob said coldly. “You’re off to a bad start, boy. A real bad start. My trigger finger is itching, and I’m really tempted to scratch it.”

“Please!” the man pleaded. “Just hear me out and I’ll go. I swear, you’ll never see me again.”

“That’s what you said last time,” Jacob growled.

“I know, but he wanted me to come back and talk to you,” the man said.

“Who?” Jacob asked.

“Our chief.”

Jacob stopped and lowered his pistol slightly. He swallowed heavily. “Go on.”

The young man looked warily at Jacob, then turned to me, then back to Jacob. “I don’t know how to start, so I’m just gonna jump right in, okay? Please, just hear me out. I’ll probably say some things you don’t like. Just don’t shoot me, okay? I need to take a message back to the chief.”

“Go ahead,” I said.

He glanced at me and nodded slightly in thanks. “Alright. Everyone knows about us Druids and women. It’s a rumor that’s been out there for a long time, and it makes people hate us, but it also makes people fear us.”

“You just continuing with that bad start, boy,” Jacob said, glaring at the young man.

“Hold on, hold on,” he replied, holding his hands up again. “It’s a rumor. We have women that live with us and they’re used for breeding, yes. But they aren’t chained up in a room. That was something Chief started spreading years back to make people fear us. And it worked. But I’m telling you it’s not true, at least not entirely.”

“So what do you do with the women?” I asked.

“They have their own building,” he said. “We ain’t got a lot of ‘em. Maybe a dozen women. Only Chief is allowed to breed with them. They birth new soldiers for the Druids, you understand? But they get food and water and live with their mothers, and they’re protected from the rest of the men until they’re old enough to train. Anyone other than Chief that touches them gets rotted.”

“Uh, what?” I asked. “Rotted?”

He nodded. “They build a small wooden raft and tie the man to it, then cover him with milk and honey. Force him to eat a bunch of it, too. Then they set it next to the lake, where all the bugs and critters are. All that wrecks his guts and he winds up messing himself. Doesn’t take long until snakes and bugs start eating him, often from the inside out if you catch my drift. Usually takes a few days to die, and he’ll scream the entire time. It’s the worst thing I ever heard.”

“Jesus,” I said. “Wait, that’s scaphism. I think the ancient Egyptians used to do that. How would he know about that?”

“Their leader is a smart one,” Jacob said, almost under his breath. “Too damn smart for his own good; always was. He just doesn’t value life.”

“He’s mighty smart,” the young man said. “The smartest of all of us. But he keeps the women safe. None of them get harmed, but they have to breed with him to create new soldiers.”

I glanced over my shoulder at Will and Tiffany. They had shot their own daughter in the head when she was captured by the Druids, to save her from a fate worse than death. If they ever found out that it was a lie, they would lose their minds with grief. I made a point to never tell them any details of that. It was a fucked up situation, but I couldn’t see any other way to do it.

“Wait a minute,” I said, turning back to the man. “You said you force feed the guy milk and honey. Where in the hell are you getting milk and honey?”

He looked at me, then Jacob, then back to me, clearly confused. “Um. Is that a real question?”

I rolled my eyes. “I mean, I didn’t realize you guys had those capabilities.”

“Oh. Oh, okay. No, we have a lot. We have some cows, mostly for milk, not meat. And we have a lot of chickens and geese, especially around the lake. And a few big farms. We have a lot of food, actually. Some of the women make clothes, too.”

I blinked. “Hold on, are you saying you guys actually have a proper society there?”

“Well, yeah. It ain’t pretty and half the men die early because of fighting, but we got food. How do you think we’ve made it this far?” he asked.

“By stealing from those around you,” I replied.

He frowned. “Yeah, that’s fair. And I mean, we do that, but we grow most of what we need.”

“I’m gonna need you to start steering this conversation toward the fucking point,” Jacob said. He sounded completely out of patience.

“Right,” the man said. “So, the women. They have a building all to themselves where they live, and they get taken decent care of. I think it’s an old apartment building. They belong to Chief, though. His property, as I said earlier. He visits them about every other night, the ones with no kids or the ones that ain’t pregnant, and tries to put babies in them.”

“So, there are no women in the rest of the Druids?” I asked.

He shook his head. “No. We have some men that dress up to take care of that need, if that’s what you’re asking. They get to shave and bathe every day, an easy life, so some of them sign up just for that luxury. And… well, as I said, there’s violence. Some of the bigger and meaner men just take what they want, don’t matter who it is, if you catch my drift. I try to avoid them..”

“Gross,” I said. “Jesus christ, you guys are monsters. Keep going, and try to get to the point.”

“Right. So, Chief puts babies in the women. At least, he tries.” The young man suddenly looked afraid. “I’m the only man that knows this, you see? He told me this so I could pass it on to you folks, so you’d understand. He’d torture me for a week if I told anyone else. Chief has trouble making babies. About half of them that are born ain’t right. Some are missing legs, or parts of their heads. They don’t live and we bury them behind the building. The rest are all boys. Future soldiers. Not many of them, though. Not many at all.”

“I have a bad feeling about this,” I said under my breath.

“Well, he had a girl about a month ago,” the young man said quietly. “A little girl, and healthy as could be.”

Jacob gasped and lowered his pistol. “A girl?”

The man nodded. “I’m sure you see the issue. He can’t do anything with his own daughter when she gets old enough. That’s just gross. And he don’t want her to grow up there. I mean, she kinda changed Chief. He suddenly stopped beating and killing people. He even let me live!”

“Lucky you,” I muttered.

“So, what’s gonna happen to the girl?” I asked. Jacob took a step forward.

“Well, that’s why I’m here,” he said. “You see, I think Chief was having a real hard time trying to figure out exactly what to do. And he’s smarter than anyone else, so that means a lot. But after I told him about you all, he looked at me and said ‘Jimbo, she deserves to grow up with family.’ And he sent me here.”

“Hold on, your name is Jimbo?” I asked.

He nodded. “Yeah. I’m named after my dad and his dad. So I’m Jimbo the third.”

“Interesting,” I said. “Wait, shit. Hold on. You said family?”

“I can’t believe it,” Jacob whispered. “I can’t fucking believe it.”

The man took a deep breath. “Yeah, family. That’s why he sent me here. He’s…. Well, Chief ain’t the nicest guy. Everyone knows that. But as I said, having this girl seems to have changed him some. Like he’s finally seeing some of the good in the world. He canceled one of our raids. Had some men kinda mad about it, so instead of killing them all like normal, he just went out and talked to them. Strangest thing I ever seen. Although I wonder, if that girl went somewhere else, if he would go back to being a monster.”

“He was always smart,” Jacob said. He sounded resigned. Exhausted. “The smartest in all the land. But he never valued life. I couldn’t teach him that, and neither could his mother back when she was still alive.”

“Hold on, what?” I asked Jacob.

Jacob glanced at me. His eyes were wet. My heart pounded as I began piecing things together. All the tidbits of knowledge Jacob knew about this Chief guy. At one point he had mentioned he tried loving once, but failed. It all started to make sense.

“Chief wants to send his daughter here, to be raised with family,” Jimbo said again.

Jacob was still looking at me. “Sometimes I think he inherited all the worst parts of me,” he said, his voice shaky and harsh. “My anger. How easy violence comes to me. I told you, I was made for killing, not loving. Well, I tried it once. Had a son. I… I failed as a father, Mark. I tried my damndest, but I failed.”

“If you guys accept, Chief wants me to bring his daughter here, so she can be raised by her grandpa,” Jimbo said to Jacob.
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The silence was palpable. No one had any clue what to say, not even Jacob. He stared hollowly at the ground.

Kenny and Stan had returned in time to hear everything. The important parts, at least. They just stared at Jacob as if seeing him for the first time.

“Grandpa?” Stan asked.

Jacob nodded. He suddenly looked exhausted. “Oliver, the leader of the Druids, is my son. I tried my hardest to raise him right, but something was wrong with him from day one. He killed animals, not even to eat, just to experience killing them. He was nice to me and his mother, but mean as the devil to everyone else. He would beat other kids. I tell you, I tried hard with him. Damn hard. One day, when he was about seventeen, he just disappeared. Later, I heard rumor that he was in charge of the Druids.”

“At that age?” I asked.

Jacob nodded. “He’s one of those men that can create fire in his hands. Stronger than anyone I ever seen. And he’s tall, real tall. Survival is the most important thing around here, so I taught him to fight since he was a youngin’.”

“And he fought his way up the ranks in the Druids?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Jacob said. “Ten years ago or so, they weren’t much. Just some assholes that had some of the best land in the city, right there by Druid Lake. All the water you could ever want. Well, he went in there and set some people on fire and fought his way right up to their leader, then killed him and took over. It was the craziest thing anyone ever saw.”

“So he fights like you,” I said.

Jacob nodded. “Like I said, I taught him to survive.”

“I need to take a message back to him,” Jimbo said. “Do you accept?”

Jacob sighed. “I have no choice. She’s my blood. What happened to her mother?”

“Died in childbirth,” Jimbo said quietly.

“Shit,” Jacob said. “I can’t raise her. I been down that path once before, and look what happened. I raised a psychopath.” He sounded afraid.

“We’ll all raise her,” I said. “Wait a minute.” I looked over my shoulder. Will was still holding Tiffany and comforting her. They hadn’t heard the conversation.

Jacob saw where I was looking and grunted. “Huh. Yeah, that’s good thinking. I think that might just work.”

“I think they’d welcome the chance to have another daughter,” I said.

Jacob just watched Will and Tiffany for a moment. “What will we tell them?”

“You can’t tell them the truth,” Stan said. “It would destroy them if they found out the truth.”

I nodded. “We’ll think of something. It doesn’t have to be elaborate. Maybe we can tell them Jimbo kidnapped a baby and escaped, hoping to give her a better future. After we let Jimbo go, he changed and found some respect for life.”

“The man she let go brought a baby here,” Kenny said. “I think that’ll help her as well. She showed a bit of kindness—well, let’s be honest, we kept her from killing him—and in return he saved a baby’s life. This could be good. Maybe it can help her heal a bit, before all that anger eats her from the inside.”

“These words can never leave the four of us,” I said. They nodded.

Jimbo counted us, then himself. “Four? What about me?”

“You don’t count as a person,” Stan said, frowning down at him. “Not even remotely.”

Jimbo shrank back from Stan’s hard glare. “So, am I free to go? I can go get her.”

“How’s that timeline going to work?” I asked. “Are you just gonna go get her and come back?”

Jimbo shook his head. “I have to go talk to Chief, give him your answer. Then, I think he’ll have the women take care of the girl and pack some things for her. Then I can bring her here. Shouldn’t take long.”

I thought on that for a moment. He was a Druid, so I assumed he could make it through their territory safely. But, he’d be holding a baby girl. I wouldn’t put anything past those sick fucks.

“Can you bring her safely here?” I asked. “Will the other Druids attack you and steal her?”

Jimbo frowned as he considered my words. “I’m guessing that Chief will tell everyone to leave me alone, so I’ll be safe.”

Jacob and I met eyes. From the frown on his face, I could tell we had the same thoughts, as dark as that was.

“I’m going with you,” I said.

Everyone else gasped. Even Jimbo.

“But, that’s not safe, mister!” he said. “They’ll kill you, second they see you!”

“Not if you tell them you’re bringing me to see this chief of yours,” I replied. “Everyone fears him, right?”

Jimbo nodded. “Absolutely and completely. He’ll set you on fire for the slightest infraction of his rules. So, like I said, I should be perfectly safe bringing her here.”

Jacob shook his head. “I don’t trust it. Tell you what, Mark. Let me go. I have a reputation that’ll go a long way with those bastards, and Oliver is my son. If anyone will be safe, it’ll be me.”

“I don’t like it,” I said. “Maybe I’m just being a control freak and I want to do everything myself, but I don’t like it.” I took a deep breath and let it out. “But, you’re right. You’ll survive there better than I will. Plus, I still need to go get Sharg.”

“When does he expect you?” Jacob asked.

“Today,” Jimbo replied. “It’s only about an hour walk. We can leave whenever you’re ready.”

Jacob frowned, then looked down at his pistol. “Yeah. Hold on, lemme get a few things.” He jammed his revolver in its holster, then turned and walked away.

“Come here,” I said, offering Jimbo a hand. He was still a scumbag, but if he was going to be carrying a child across a wasteland to us, I wanted him to be in good shape. He wasn’t a big guy by any means and had a slender build, so I had concerns he had probably been bullied by the other Druids. Plus, some of the things he had alluded to. That meant a lot of injuries, maybe only half-healed.

He looked at my hand warily for a moment, then grabbed it and let me help him up. “Thanks,” he said, giving uneasy glances at Kenny and Stan.

And those two guys were doing a good job of being as menacing as possible. Kenny had two of his arms crossed while the third held his pistol almost casually. He glared at Jimbo like he wanted to break every bone in his body. Truth be told, he probably did.

Stan was a huge guy, and he made good use of his height, looming over Jimbo and frowning at him. He looked like he could pull a man in half.

“We’re gonna get you some healing and some food, so you’ll be in better shape to carry that baby,” I said.

His eyes widened slightly. “Really?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Don’t look too hard into our charity. Don’t see it as a weakness. We just value life more than you folks do.”

He nodded and kept his mouth shut. His eyes were damp. I found that a little odd, then realized he had probably never been shown kindness in his life.

The four of us walked back over to the watchtower, where most people were gathered. Will still held Tiffany off to the side, and she watched us with eyes as cold as the middle of winter.

“Who’s the terrorist?” Arnold said, watching us with a flat stare.

“Dude. Why is a Druid here?” Mike asked.

“Hold on, I’ll explain,” I said, raising a hand to stall any further questions. “Jenna, would you mind healing him?”

She gave me a hard look before speaking. “Do I have a choice?”

“He’s going to do something important for us,” I said firmly. “We need him healthy and alive. I’ll explain in just a moment.” I reached up and waved to Will and Tiffany to catch their attention, then gestured for them to come closer.

Jenna continued muttering under her breath, mostly curses directed at Jimbo. She took his head in her hands and her eyes widened slightly. She just stared at him and a slight look of sympathy entered her eyes.

“How long have they been doing that to you?” she asked quietly.

Jimbo looked down with shame on his face. He didn’t answer, but he did gasp loudly as she healed him.

“Shoot the next bastard that does that. You hear me?” she said, giving him a firm, motherly stare.

“It’s more than one,” Jimbo said quietly. “It’s a bunch of them. Too many to fight.”

She just shook her head. I didn’t fully understand what was going on, but I had a feeling it was something terrible. Well, in a society filled with violent men, things were bound to be awful. History had shown us that, time and time again.

Jacob came out of his house with a pistol on each hip and a rifle resting on his shoulder. His face was harder than usual, like a man getting ready to face his own death. He looked at me, then at Jimbo, and stood next to Ellie. She rubbed his arm but he didn’t say anything.

Will and Tiffany came closer. I could practically feel the heat coming off her gaze, but I didn’t comment on it.

“Alright, I need everyone to listen,” I said loudly enough for everyone to hear. “This is Jimbo. Yes, he’s a Druid. But he’s changed.”

“You actually believe that?” Tiffany asked in a cold voice.

“Yes, I do,” I said to her. “And if you’ll give me a few minutes, I’ll explain why.”

I needed to craft a believable story right there on the spot with enough truth in it that I wasn’t outright lying to my friends. The full truth simply wouldn’t work, not after all that Will and Tiffany had been through.

“Some of you might recognize Jimbo,” I began. “As I said, he’s a Druid. He was here when they attacked us, and he was the lone survivor.”

“I, uhh. I’m sorry for what we did,” Jimbo said, still looking ashamed. “I’m not usually a raider. I think they sent me, hoping I’d get shot.”

“You think I give a fuck about your apology?” Tiffany snapped.

“Hold on,” I said, raising a hand to cut her off. “Now, we let Jimbo go free so he could take a message back to their leader. Jacob knows a lot about their leader.” I glanced over at him and he shook his head slightly, so I changed what I was going to say. “Because Jacob has been around and seen it all. He just knows more than most. Their chief should have killed Jimbo, but upon learning what kind of place we’re building here, decided we could help him with a problem.”

Just a slight massage of the truth. That was all that was needed. Ultimately, the most important thing was that we got that little baby out of there as safely as possible. Against that, who gave a shit what I said?

“We all know what the Druids do with women,” I said, and watched as everyone’s faces turned sour. “One thing we learned today is that it’s the leader that does it all. Their chief. Most of his kids are born sick or deformed, but some are strong. Apparently, all of the survivors are boys. But, one month ago, he had a girl.”

The shocked look on everyone’s faces showed me that they understood the situation perfectly. Good. I felt sick having to explain some of this stuff.

“Jimbo is going to bring that little girl here so she can be raised in peace, instead of the nightmare she would otherwise be subject to,” I said.

“Why here?” Jenna asked. “Why not anywhere else?”

“Because we’re closer,” I said. Shit, I needed to think of something better than that. I was trying to avoid telling the entire truth so Will and Tiffany wouldn’t be hurt, and I didn’t want to mention Jacob’s relation to the baby. Omitting those two details really made the story difficult.

“You let me go,” Jimbo said in a shaky voice. “You shouldn’t have, but you did. I’m powerful sorry for what I did and what I’ve done my whole life, but you folks showed me a kindness. I don’t want that baby to grow up where I did. Her life wouldn’t be good, or long. I want to bring her here so she has a future. A good future, with good people.”

I looked over at Will and Tiffany. “Would you two be willing to raise the little girl? She’s about a month old.”

Tiffany scowled. “I don’t wanna hurt no baby, but I don’t want to raise a Druid.”

“Tiff, she’s a baby,” Will said. “Come on.”

“And the daughter of a monster,” Tiffany said. “I don’t know if I could ever look past that.”

I glanced at Jacob. His face was turning red with irritation.

“She’s just a baby,” Will said firmly. “She’s done nothing wrong.”

Tiffany looked down and shook her head. “I’m sorry. I just can’t get over what happened.”

“Oh for fuck’s sake,” Jacob growled. He stalked across the area, cursing under his breath, and stopped right in front of Tiffany. “The leader of the Druids is my fucking son, Tiffany. This baby is my granddaughter. Does that make it any better?”

She stared at him, wide-eyed. No one else made a sound.

“I’m not built for parenting,” Jacob said quietly. “But I know you folks are.”

“We’ll raise her as our own,” Will said. He looked down at Tiffany.

She looked up at him with teary eyes, then at Jacob. “I’m sorry, Jacob. It’s just been so hard since we lost our girl. Sometimes I feel like my mind, who I am as a woman, has just vanished. But yes. We’ll raise her.” She looked up at Will and gave him a sad smile. “We’ll raise her as our own.”

Several people had questions after that, but Jacob cut them all off with a sharp look and a hard voice.

“Listen. I got a past; everyone knows that. You all just learned something very private about me today, but I don’t really feel like going into any further detail about it. Do I make myself clear?”

No one spoke. A few people nodded. No one in their right mind would push Jacob when he was irritated.

“Come on, Jimbo,” Jacob said. “Grab a bite to eat on the go and let’s go get my little girl.”
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We watched them walk down the street in silence. That revelation was one of the single most shocking things I had learned since arriving in this strange world, yet somehow I wasn’t really that surprised. This place was just plain fucked up. Everything about it.

“Never would have guessed all that,” Stan muttered. He stood next to me and we together watched Jimbo and Jacob leave the settlement. “I just hope they make it out okay.”

“I’m sure they will,” I said. “Jacob is the toughest guy around. And he’s going to pick up his granddaughter from his son. I can’t imagine anything bad will happen to them, even with Oliver being a psycho.”

Stan frowned. “I just don’t put anything beyond those guys. No deed is too black for them. We should plan for the worst.”

“What’s that even mean?” I wondered aloud. “What is the worst, when it comes to the Druids?”

Stan transferred his frown to me. “Do you really want to know? I’d just plan for war, personally.”

“That bad?” I asked quietly.

Stan nodded. “You’re new in this world, Mark. Trust me when I say I wouldn’t put anything past them, including full-scale war. If you want some advice, plan for that.”

I turned and watched them walk away again. “Well, we can’t build a wall in a day,” I said. “So, what do we do?”

“Everything we can,” Stan said. “We can’t do it in a day, but we can start.”

Kenny walked over and grabbed the shovel. “I’ll start marking where it’ll go.”

Mike stood up. “We can start collecting stones by the lake. It’ll take a while but at least it’s something.” Josh stood up next to him and nodded.

“What does this mean?” Arnold asked. He looked over at Jenna and she just shook her head.

“Stan is right,” I said, raising my voice. “We don’t know what’s going to happen, but with the Druids we need to plan for the worst. So, we’re going to assume that they’re planning an attack, and prepare accordingly. We’re going to start a wall over there,” I said, pointing to the south. “We can’t get much done, but if it’s even a foot tall it’ll slow them.”

People began standing up as they understood.

“I don’t know if I have it in me to fight again,” Will said.

“I fucking do,” Tiffany growled. Will hugged her tightly.

“You guys need to get your house ready for a baby,” I said. “Search the other houses for anything that’ll help: clothes, towels, even old sheets that you can use as makeshift diapers. Hopefully bottles or something of that nature. Right now that baby is the most important thing in the world to us, and we’ll do whatever it takes to keep this place and give that baby a future.”

I watched Will and Tiffany’s eyes move to the side and I turned around to see what was behind me. It was my girlfriends, all three of them in sundresses. While Jess did indeed look insanely good in one, my mind was in a different place.

“Baby?” Shayla asked, her face concerned.

“Mark, what’s going on?” Jess asked.

“And why are you talking about fighting?” Iris asked.

I sighed. “You three are going to focus on food. Our date might have to be postponed.” Shit, I hated that. “No, I’ll figure out a way to do it. Come on, walk and talk.”

I left, walking over to our house with the three women around me.

“Get talking,” Shayla said, poking me in the arm.

“Jesus, where to even begin,” I muttered. “Okay, I’ll just dump it all on you.”

“Mark, if you take a dump on me I’m gonna be pissed,” Shayla warned.

I rolled my eyes at her. “That might be preferable to the truth. The leader of the Druids is Jacob’s son,” I began.

“What the fuck?” Jess said, stopping. She looked at me, incredulous. “Mark, if this is a joke, it’s a really bad one.”

I shook my head. “Nope, I’m dead serious. His name is Oliver, and he’s Jacob’s son. He’s the one that does the, uh, the breeding. It’s a little different than we originally thought. He keeps them in a building, trying to make new soldiers for the Druids. But, he had a girl.”

Shayla took a step closer to me. “A girl?” From the look on her face, she fully understood what all that meant.

“Come on, let’s get inside,” I said, pulling her with me. I didn’t want to Will and Tiffany to overhear us.

They followed me and I held the front door for them. My mind swam so much I didn’t even check Jess out as she walked into the house, even though the back of her sundress barely covered her round ass. Okay, so maybe I checked her out a little.

“Alright, talk,” Shayla said, crossing her arms.

“Like I said, the leader of the Druids is Jacob’s son, and he just had a daughter. That one Druid we let go when they attacked? He just showed back up to tell us all this. Oliver wants to send him back here with the baby, so Jacob can raise her.”

Jess blinked. “Holy shit, I am so confused right now.”

“I feel like I have nothing but questions,” Shayla said. “So, we all know what they do to women. But you said it’s different?”

“Yeah,” I told her. “The women live in their own building, separate from the rest of the Druids. The leader, Chief they call him, is the only one that does it. So, all of the kids are his. Apparently, about half of them are born deformed and die. The other half are all boys.”

“Jacob’s grandsons,” Shayla said under her breath. “Do we have any idea how many of them there are?”

I shook my head. “No one knows except for them. I don’t know how old they are, either. But Oliver wants to send his daughter here, which is the important part.”

“Wait,” Iris said. “These are the Druids you described to me in the car, right? The ones that kidnap women, then chain them up in a room and let everyone take a turn with them? They turn women into baby factories, right? You’re saying that isn’t true?”

“It’s not entirely true,” I said. “The way Jimbo described it, they have a halfway decent life, and Oliver is the only person that, you know. Breeds.”

“And the children?” Shayla asked.

“Future soldiers for the Druids,” I said. I was unable to hide my sneer.

Iris shook her head. “So many babies being mistreated. It makes me sick.”

“Wait,” Jess said, suddenly looking horrified. “Will shot his own daughter in the head to save her from her fate with the Druids. And now you’re telling me that’s not how things actually are?”

“These words can never leave this room,” I said. “The rumor the Druids spread about how they treat women is ultimately what killed Will and Tiffany’s daughter. If they learned the truth, it would destroy them. I wasn’t going to tell anyone else, but I can’t keep anything from my wives.”

“I feel sick,” Iris said, wrapping her arms around herself. “Nukes, I feel cold and I feel sick.” Jess wrapped a comforting arm around her.

“So, he’s bringing the baby here?” Shayla asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “And Jacob is going with him to make sure they stay safe.”

“Stay safe?” Iris asked, incredulous. “Why would a baby not be safe? Are they really that bad?”

“I wouldn’t put anything past them,” I said. “Jacob is going to make sure Jimbo and the baby get here without being harmed.”

“I think I’m going to throw up,” Iris said, pulling away and running to the bathroom.

We stood there in silence for a moment. Well, except for the sounds of Iris noisily vomiting. Truth be told, I felt sick myself. Will putting his daughter out of her misery due to a rumor. Jacob escorting his granddaughter so no one would harm her, even though she was a baby. Sometimes my life in Hope was good enough that I forgot how fucked up the world was around me.

“So, what are we doing?” Jess asked as Iris slowly walked back into the room. She had washed her face, but she still looked nauseous.

“I’m taking Stan’s advice and we’re preparing for the worst,” I said. “So, even though it’ll take a bunch of time and energy, we’re going to start on that wall, and put a guard tower at each end. If we can find enough stone, maybe we can encircle this entire area to keep us safe.”

Shayla looked down at herself, then at the other women. “I don’t think we’re quite dressed for hauling stone.”

“I want you three to focus on our food stores,” I said. I placed a hand on Iris’s slender shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “Make sure our gardens are healthy and everyone is fed. Gather up things we can store food in, like jars and uhhh, whatever else would work. I have a feeling our population is going to be increasing.”

“What’s that mean?” Iris asked. “I don’t think you’d say that if just a baby was coming here.”

I took a deep breath. “Tomorrow, I and a few others are heading down into the city to pick up Sharg.” Iris immediately stiffened. “Listen, I know your feelings on the Green Men, and they’re justified. This is a different tribe, for what it’s worth. None of them ever hurt your family. And Sharg wants a peaceful life up here. She wants to make friends and be happy.”

Iris crossed her arms and gave me a rather cold stare. “If you expect me to be her friend you’re braindead. I’ll let you bring her up here, but she had better stay away from me or I’ll shoot her.”

“I understand,” I said. “If the worst happens and the Druids attack again—or anyone else, for that matter—we’ll have her fighting for us. That could mean a lot.”

“I have a question,” Jess said, thankfully changing the subject. “What about all the boys this Oliver guy made? His sons? Do we just leave them there?”

“Sadly, we don’t have a choice,” I said. “We’re getting the option of saving the girl and that’s it, so we’re going for it. I wish we could save all of the kids, but that’s just not a possibility.”

All three of them frowned. “I imagine they’ve been brainwashed from birth,” Iris muttered. “I hate thinking bad things about children, but I would assume the older ones are problematic. The babies, though. Surely we can save them.”

I squeezed her shoulder again. “I wish we could. I really do. We get to save this little girl, though, and that’s it. I’m grateful we even get that much. I’m trying not to get stressed out about something I can’t affect.”

Shayla nodded. “We’ll all chip in and help raise her. Will she ever know who her father is?”

“I hope not,” I said. “Personally, I think I’d prefer never knowing who my parents are than finding out my father is a murderous psychopath and the most hated man in Baltimore.”

“Secrets,” Jess said. “This settlement is too young to have secrets like this.”

“They just have to always remain secret,” I said firmly.

“Who all knows?” Shayla asked.

“I told a slightly different version to everyone else out there,” I said. “I didn’t mention the differences in how they treat women, because I’m afraid it’ll break Will and Tiffany. As for who knows the full truth, it’s me, Kenny, Stan, Jacob, and you three.”

Iris nodded. “My lips are sealed.”

“Do you know how many children are down there?” Jess asked. “I’m sorry, I can’t stop thinking about it.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “But Jimbo said their leader has trouble making babies, so I would assume not many.”

We were all silent for a moment. Iris stepped forward and pulled me into a hug, and the others joined us.

“We’re going to bring that baby back here and keep everyone safe,” I promised them.
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We held each other for a few minutes after that. Finding comfort in their arms was a short break from the chaos of this world, and their love was my solace. They really made life better.

Each woman got forehead kisses, then we split up and left the house. Shayla and Jess gathered up the bags of beans, rice, and wheat that Jess had brought from Loch Raven and stored them in the basement. Iris went to the garden to tend to each plant individually.

As for me, I left the house and went toward the watchtower. Both Josh’s truck and Mike’s armored Prius were gone. I spotted Kenny on the third floor of the watchtower, probably finishing up the wiring on the spotlight. Arnold and Jenna relaxed on stumps next to the storage room, talking with each other. I decided to go see them.

“How are you guys doing?” I asked as I walked up.

Arnold just shook his head, and Jenna gave me one of those looks that suggested she had seen better days.

“We were talking about the different directions this could go,” she said. “You’re right to start building a wall. Something about this entire situation feels rotten to the core.” She looked over at Arnold and he nodded.

“What if they send Jacob’s granddaughter back here, and then attack right after? I wouldn’t put it past them.” He scowled, clearly bothered by the notion.

“Also, what about all the other babies?” Jenna added. “I can’t stop thinking about that. I imagine they’ve got some child soldiers up there that are rotten to the core, but they also probably have little babies and toddlers that aren’t too far gone yet. I keep thinking about their future. Are we to just leave them there?”

“We don’t have the strength to fight the Druids head-on,” I said. “Trust me, I understand everything you’re saying. I don’t like it, and it makes me sick. But we do what we can.”

“This whole thing feels like a pot that’s getting ready to boil over,” Jenna said.

I looked over to the side, in the direction of the lake. They were right. Even if Jacob and Jimbo came back with the baby unharmed, something about the situation was sour. The Druids couldn’t be trusted with anything.

“Dammit,” I said under my breath. “I just wanted a peaceful life here.” I ran my fingers through my hair.

“Peace isn’t a word that gets used a lot in this world,” Jenna said. Arnold nodded soberly in agreement, and she continued. “I think you’ve got the most peaceful place around right now, but that won’t last forever.”

I turned and looked over to the side, where Jacob and Jimbo had walked away. Where we would build the wall. Where more people would live once they arrived here. I suddenly felt overwhelmed, like I was drowning in possibilities for the future.

Fortunately, the roar of engines broke through the wall of negative thoughts. The sound of Josh’s truck was unmistakable, and the Prius wasn’t particularly quiet either. They pulled into our settlement a minute later, both of them sagging in the rear.

I walked around right as Stan exited the truck. Josh stayed inside and left the engine running.

“We picked up some stones,” Stan said, slapping the side of the truck. “Where should we dump them?”

“Over there,” I said, pointing behind me. “Hold on, I’ll show you.”

I turned and jogged away from the direction of the lake, to where the wall should go. Looking in both directions, I tried to think of the best place to put it. We needed it to offer protection to as many houses as possible, but we had limited manpower and rocks, so it couldn’t be too big.

“Right here,” I said, pointing at the pavement. I had selected a place a few hundred feet down the road, beyond all of the houses in the immediate area, where a natural break in the trees occurred. “We can build a small tower here as well. Maybe a single story tall. With the watchtower behind us, I don’t think we need anything overly tall on the wall itself.”

“Yeah, that sounds right,” Stan said, leaning out the window.

Josh turned his truck around, then shut it off. Mike did the same with the Prius. A moment later, we set ourselves to unloading a pile of head-sized stones from the backs of the vehicles. It was tiring work, and my hands hurt after the first load.

“We’ll have to go to other places to get more,” Stan explained as we finished up. “Fortunately, there’s piles of these rocks beneath most overpasses around here. There’s one about ten minutes away that we can go raid.”

“Awesome,” I said. “I’ll find some gloves.”

Stan laughed. “Awwww, do your hands hurt? Sounds like you’re not used to real work.”

I shook my head. “Nope. I’m only used to doing your mom.”

Stan threw back his head and laughed. “Ahhh, mayor. It’s good to laugh at times like this.”

They climbed back in their cars and sped off. I took a moment to arrange all the stones in a line, just to get a head start on things. For all the hard work we had just done, there weren’t many stones there in front of me. The amount of work we had in our immediate future suddenly felt overwhelming. I refused to let it get me down.

Instead, I turned and walked back to my house, then went straight into the garage to get a pair of gloves. Perhaps losing myself in all this work would help clear my head.

I walked over to where I had started the new garden and grabbed my shovel. Dropping the stones straight on the ground wasn’t the best way to do things, I knew that much. Especially if winters were cold here; ground shift could split the wall in half. Really, we should dig down a few feet and add a layer of gravel beneath the stones, but who had the time or materials for that?

Once I returned to where I wanted the wall, I dragged my shovel across the pavement, scoring a visible white line across the road. After that, I started the long process of digging.

I dug a shallow trench, about six inches deep, extending out from one side of the road. It was hard work, especially since I had to deal with all the overgrowth in the area. After only a few minutes of that, I walked back to the watchtower to get my machete.

“What are you doing?” Arnold asked. Alex was behind him, and Will and Tiffany nearby. They all looked at me.

“Starting a wall,” I said. “I just need to clear some of the forest out of the way so I can dig a shallow trench where the stones will go.”

They all stood up. “We’ll help,” Alex said. They spent a few minutes grabbing more tools, then we all met up again. As a group, we all walked back to where I had started working. Jenna suddenly walked beside me.

“I’m not the best with manual labor,” she said. “Can I help in some other way?”

“You can heal my hands,” I told her.

We stopped and she took my hands in hers. A few seconds later, the hot spots and blisters were gone.

“I don’t know what I’d do without you,” I told her, giving her a hug. “Oh, and thanks for saving my life the other week.”

“I’m just glad you haven’t gotten yourself killed since then,” she said, returning my hug.We walked in silence for a few steps. I could tell something was on her mind.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I’m thinking about the children down there,” she replied. There was no need to explain what she meant by ‘down there.’ We were all thinking it.

“It’s a bad situation,” I told her. “I feel compelled to help, but I also have to be realistic. We’re getting one child out of there, which is more than anyone else has done. I can’t let myself think about the rest or I’ll drown in guilt over something I have no control over.”

When we arrived at the site of the future wall, Jenna looked around for a moment. “Do you really think they’re going to attack us again?”

I shrugged. “Honestly, I have no idea. I would assume not, since we’ll have Oliver’s daughter. But he’s a complete psychopath, so he might attack anyway. We also have other gangs to worry about, as well as raiders and wild animals. Enclosing the settlement a bit will help on many accounts.”

She nodded. “I suppose you’re right. I just can’t stop thinking about it.”

I placed a hand on her shoulder. “Only worry about the things you can change. Otherwise you’ll go nuts.”

She patted my hand with hers. “I’m a healer, Mark. I can’t help but worry about others. It’s part of who I am.”

“Then let’s focus on making this place better for the children in our future,” I said.

Her eyes widened. “Is someone pregnant?”

I laughed. “No, not that I’m aware of at least. But it’ll happen at some point. And Will and Tiffany are adopting that kid, Max, and we’ll have this little girl. I’m sure we’ll pick up more stragglers along the way.”

She nodded, then looked around a bit. “I’m of no use here. I think I’ll spend some time working with that house, helping turn it into a school. At the least, I can organize some tables and chairs and gather books from the other houses.”

“That’s a great idea,” I said.

Jenna left and the rest of us put our backs into the job. The guys showed up about half an hour later with two more loads of stones. We loosely arranged them across the road in two lines with about a foot between them. Then we continued clearing the area and digging two shallow trenches, one extending from each side of the road.

We kept working until the sun was high overhead, took a break for lunch, then went right back to it. It was slow, arduous work, but we kept at it. By the time the sun began its descent, we didn’t have a ton of visible work to show for our efforts. We had created what would be considered the footers for the stone wall, perhaps a hundred feet long.

Ultimately, I should have been proud of our efforts. All I could think of was just how much we had ahead of us. And someone still needed to mix up the clay and create mortar for the wall. Yeah, we had a lot of work to do. It was hard not to just give up, but I knew giving up was never the answer.

“Should we have a gate right here?” I wondered aloud, standing on the road. “I mean, things will eventually improve, and we might want to drive this way. A gate might be a good idea. Especially since, you know, there’s already a road here.”

Standing next to me, Alex nodded. “Yeah. That’s definitely a good idea. Plus, we can put those stones to use further down the wall.” He reached down and began grabbing some, stacking them ten feet away. “See? Already on our second course.”
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We were all exhausted by the time the sun drew close to the horizon. Working with stone was hard work, and I felt it in every part of my body. Ellie worked just as hard at making sure everyone was well fed. My girlfriends came back as well, and we all relaxed for a few minutes near the watchtower.

No one commented on Jacob’s continued absence, although we were all thinking it. He should have been back by now. Perhaps his son was being nice and they were catching up on old times, but we all knew something was wrong.

“Whew,” Shayla said, waving her hand in front of her face. “Smells like someone’s been working.”

“Doing my best,” I said, leaning over and pecking her on the lips. “I’m definitely taking a bath after this, though.”

“I should, too,” Shayla said, glancing over at the other women. “Honestly, we all should. I don’t think any of us are eager for that cold water, though.”

“Yeah, I need to get working on a system of bringing water here and heating it,” I said. “I feel like I’ve been saying that for days but haven’t gotten anything done.”

“Chop chop,” Jess said, clapping her hands. “I expect hot baths within a week, mister mayor. Less, since the water is getting cooler.”

I laughed. “I’ll get right on it, boss.”

Jess nodded. “Good. At least you know my proper title.”

With a wheelbarrow and some buckets I could at least heat water on the stove for a bath. That could work until I figured something else out. Of course, we all needed to dig septic systems as well.

“Why the frowny face?” Shayla asked.

“Sorry,” I said, stirring my fork around on my plate. Dinner was delicious as always, although someone needed to go hunting with Jacob gone. “I’m just thinking about water. We need water tanks.”

“You know, I was thinking about this earlier,” Stan said as he moved over to sit near me. “I can bring some big plastic barrels from Loch Raven and we can use those to collect rainwater. Most of the houses do it up there. We have a few stainless steel ones, too. You have to boil it before drinking it, or figure out another filtration method, but at least you can have water nearby instead of having to go to the lake.”

I nodded. “Good idea. We can use it to water our gardens, too.”

“How’s the windmill coming?” Stan asked, grinning around a bite of his dinner.

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, something always comes up. I’m gonna finish it soon, I swear.”

He waved it away. “Ahh, I’m just giving you a hard time.”

My thoughts continued to spiral. “I just realized something, though. How cold does it get here during winter? If the stream freezes, the water wheel will stop turning. I know we have fireplaces to heat our houses, but having some electricity will be important.”

“Sounds like you’d better get working on that windmill then,” Stan said.

“The solar panels will help,” Jess added. She sat on my other side. “Even being old, they still make enough electricity to help. You just need to keep a long-handled push broom around to clean the snow off in the winter.”

“Good point,” I said, then sighed. “I feel like every step we take just reveals ten more things we need to do.”

Stan reached over and patted me on the back. “Welcome to life. Hope you’ll stay awhile.”

Shayla laughed at that one.

“I’m just grateful for everything here,” Iris said. “We didn’t have much where I grew up. I mean, we had clothes and things from the stores and nearby houses, but we didn’t have fireplaces or any of the things you have here. Running water nearby. A lake. I love it here.”

“You guys enjoy yourselves,” Stan said as he pushed himself to his feet. “I’m gonna have an early night tonight. I haven’t worked this hard in a long time.”

One by one, people finished their dinners and left. I sat there with my girlfriends, just enjoying some peace. Our thoughts began drifting toward darker topics, though.

“He’s not coming back, is he?” Jess asked quietly.

Shayla shook her head. “If anyone can handle that situation, it’s Jacob. I know he’s okay. I refuse to believe anything can hurt him.”

I sighed. My nerves were shot as well. “He’s meeting his son for the first time in many years. I’m just hoping his son showed him a bit of hospitality and he’ll leave in the morning. I’m holding onto that hope.”

“And if not?” Shayla asked, looking at me.

“We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it,” I said. “I want to stay positive.”

I looked up at the sunset that was just beginning to intensify. A few wispy clouds hovered in the sky, adding to the orange glow. It was the most beautiful thing I’d seen in a long time.

“We should get some rest,” Iris said.

“But first, a bath,” I said as I stood up. “I’ve been sweating all day.”

Together, we walked over to our house, where I fetched some soap, conditioner, and towels. Once we had those, we strolled down the street, trying to think of positive things as we walked to the lake.

“Are you guys prepared for tomorrow?” Jess asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s not a very far trip. Just a handful of miles. The most difficult part is passing through Druid territory.”

“Can you just go around it?” Shayla asked.

I frowned. “I’m not sure. I’m used to driving through the city of course, but whenever I had to actually find a place I always used my GPS. Plus, I don’t know if the roads are clear on alternate paths. We know 83 south is clear. It’s dangerous, but it’s something I’m confident in.”

“I don’t like it,” Shayla said.

I nodded. “I get it, trust me. I have limited range with my car, and they have limited gas. If we tried an alternate route and got stuck or lost, that would be no good. Or worse, surrounded by some other gang. Another benefit of 83 is that we can cruise at pretty decent speeds most of the way.”

“You just have to shoot your way through Druid territory,” Shayla grumbled.

“Yeah. The boys are coming with me though, and Kenny is probably looking forward to using his machine gun.”

Jess chimed in. “Hard to do better than that. Kenny is absolutely lethal with that thing. Pretty sure it’s his best friend.”

“I just want you to stay safe,” Iris said, sounding vulnerable. “I just found you. I can’t lose you already.”

“I’m gonna be fine, I promise,” I said.

“Can you really promise that, though?” Shayla asked with a raised eyebrow.

I shrugged. “I can try.”

We reached the lake and began stripping down. Even though the mood in the air was fairly heavy, getting naked around each other immediately cheered everyone up. After a few minutes of kissing and grabbing, we all jumped in at the same time.

“Holy shit!” Shayla shouted.

“It’s like ice!” Jess yelled.

I kept my mouth shut, but the water was damn cold. I told myself that was the last cold bath I’d take. Even if I had to dig a giant hole in my backyard and create a drain field, I was going to take hot baths from that moment on.

We quickly scrubbed ourselves down, and the women washed each other’s hair. Iris especially loved that part. It was a closeness she had never really experienced before. The young woman was a sponge for love; the more, the merrier.

As soon as we were clean, we all climbed out of the lake, shivering as we dried ourselves off. Of course, that led to us hugging each other for warmth, which led to more kissing, which led to Jess and Iris making out while Shayla knelt in front of me and sucked on my cock. Funny how things tended to happen that way.

With this many people, we all took turns with each other. I kissed Iris while Shayla kissed Jess. Jess knelt between Iris’s legs while Shayla and I kissed. One thing was for certain: a concrete pad next to a lake was not the best place for this.

“Let’s go home,” Jess said, looking hungrily at Iris’s body. “I want to continue this, but I’m cold.”

“Seriously,” Shayla added. She stared at Jess for a moment, grinning, then grabbed her shirt from the nearby railing and pulled it on over her head. “Let’s go somewhere soft before this concrete chafes my ass.”

We hurriedly got dressed and started back toward home. I walked along the edge of the road, picking up twigs and small branches on the way. Once we arrived at our house, the women went inside while I walked over to the side of the garage, where wood had been stacked. It was still largely green, but it would be good enough. I grabbed four logs and went inside.

Now, I wasn’t the best with fires, but I knew the basics. At least, I thought I did. I hurried back outside and grabbed a few more logs to be safe, then arranged them in a manner that would focus heat and build a nice bed of coals. All the twigs and tiny branches went in the middle, then I went into the kitchen and grabbed my lighter. A few sheets of paper from the home office made for easy lighting. Once the twigs and branches were going, the small flames eventually transferred to the larger logs.

I stood back and admired it for a moment. Creating a fire was a simple thing, but not something I did regularly in my old life. Hardly ever, to be honest. I felt a bit of pride as the flames grew.

But more importantly, I had three beautiful women waiting on me. I ran down the hallway and found them naked on the bed, writhing in each other’s arms. Everyone wanted a piece of Iris, and it showed; she reclined on her back while Shayla sucked on her nipples. Jess had her face buried between Iris’s slender thighs, bringing soft moans from her.

“Where do I fit into this puzzle?” I asked as I tossed my pants to the side.

Shayla, still thoroughly engulfed in pleasing Iris’s breasts, shifted so that her hips were facing me. On her hands and knees, she reached back and slapped herself on her ass and her tail swished to the side.

“Hard to argue with that,” I said with a grin.

I moved up behind the beautiful Beastkin woman, licked my fingers, and wiped them on the head of my cock. After that I reached forward, gently running a finger between her labia. She was already wet, but I licked my fingers and wiped them there as well. Wetter was always better. I lined myself up with her and sank into warm heaven.

Shayla moaned around Iris’s breasts as I began thrusting inside her. Just watching all of these beautiful women was insanely hot, so I paced myself. Iris reached down and tangled her fingers into Jess’s hair. Judging by Iris’s moans, the beautiful redhead was doing a good job down there.

After a few minutes, Shayla looked down at Jess. “Can we switch places? I want some, too.”

Jess flattened her tongue and ran it up Iris’s labia, flicking her clitoris, then grinned at Shayla. “Sure thing,” she said.

They hurriedly switched positions. Shayla eagerly crawled between Iris’s legs, while Jess leaned forward and kissed me softly. Her hand reached down, grabbing onto my cock and stroking it as I caressed her face. After one more peck, she turned and bent over right in front of me, spreading her knees wide. I pushed myself inside her as she began sucking on each of Iris’s nipples in turn.

“Ohhh,” Iris said, her voice quivering. “Nukes, that is so incredible. I feel like I’m going to explode.”

Jess grabbed one of Iris’s breasts and squeezed it firmly, then bit down on her nipple. At the same time, Shayla firmly sucked on Iris’s clit while she pushed a finger in her. Iris arched her back, shouting at the ceiling as she orgasmed. The other women were relentless, continually pleasing her until she was breathing hard and covered with a sheen of sweat.

As for me, I had to go slowly to keep from blowing. Watching them together was quite possibly the hottest thing I’d ever seen. Well, Jess’s round ass right in front of me was pretty high on that list. I squeezed it tightly with both hands, giving her firm, steady thrusts.

Iris let out something between a whimper and a moan as Shayla gently licked at her. The beautiful catgirl looked up at me and winked.

“I think we’ve gotten her warmed up for you now,” Shayla said.

I pulled out of Jess and hurried over to replace Shayla. Iris was absolutely soaking wet and I entered her with ease.

“Oh nukes, my body is so sensitive right now,” Iris said, looking down at me.

I began thrusting, knowing I didn’t have long. Shayla and Jess practically pounced on the younger woman, kissing her lips and sucking on her breasts. Her body was their playground, and they wrung every possible orgasm out of her. Jess reached down, rubbing Iris’s clitoris with a finger while I continued fucking her. Iris bucked again, moaning against Shayla’s lips as she orgasmed.

Jess suddenly threw a thick thigh over Iris, straddling her. She practically smothered the thinner woman with her curves, and grabbed her hair with both hands. They kissed deeply and passionately as Jess gyrated her ass right in front of me.

“I wanna watch you cum in Jess,” Shayla said, crawling over to me.

She grabbed onto Jess’s ass with both hands, smiling as she rested her chin on the woman’s plump bottom. I pulled out of Iris and Shayla leaned forward, sucking on the tip of my cock. After that, I pushed myself into Jess and went right to thrusting.

I had been holding off for several minutes now, so once I got inside Jess I gave her my all. I squeezed her ass cheeks with both hands while thrusting good and hard. Shayla smiled and watched, cheering me on when I shouted Jess’s name.

My entire body tightened as I came, blasting a huge load inside her. As soon as I came, Shayla pulled my cock out of Jess and sucked on it. I practically fell over onto my side and Shayla rushed in, running her tongue up Jess’s cum-filled pussy.

“You three are incredible, you know that?” I said between breaths.

“God, I love how you taste,” Shayla said as she ate Jess’s pussy from the back.

“Who?” I asked.

Shayla gave her one more lick and winked at me. “All of you.”
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After that, Iris crawled over and cuddled with me while Shayla and Jess played with each other. They hadn’t orgasmed earlier with the rest of us, so they made sure to wring a few out of each other before calling it quits.

Once we cleaned ourselves up, we all crawled back into bed and cuddled with each other. I laid on my back like usual, with Iris draped over my left side and her head on my shoulder. Her breath gently blew against my neck. Shayla was in a similar position on my right side, with Jess spooning behind her. Honestly, it was a great way to fall asleep. It reminded me that no matter what else happened, I had love, which was worth more than gold.

I woke up the next morning and just stayed right where I was for probably thirty minutes. Iris breathed softly against my neck, and Shayla’s head was still on my shoulder. At some point in the night, Jess’s hand had wandered around and was now firmly grasping one of Shayla’s breasts. Yeeeaaaah, I didn’t want to move. Not even remotely.

But, I knew I had stuff to do, so I finally pulled myself from the tangle. Trust me, it wasn’t easy.

“Mmm? Is it morning?” Iris asked as she raised her head. Her cheek was red from where it had been resting on my shoulder.

“Go back to sleep,” I said as I kissed her forehead.

“Mmmhmmm,” she said, readjusting herself and lying on her side. She grabbed the blanket and pulled it up to her chin.

I carefully moved out of bed and looked back at the women. Of course, Iris moving had the ultimate result of pulling the sheets off of half of her, so while her shoulders were covered, her bare ass peeked out. I resisted the urge to grab it and instead went to the closet to get some clothes.

Today was a big day. We were driving straight through Druid territory, taking the most direct route to pick up Sharg and bring her to Hope. It was a risky mission and Sharg was a risky person, but I had given my word. A man was no better than his word. That was something my grandfather had taught me, what suddenly felt like many years ago. Well, I suppose it was many years ago.

I pulled on a pair of jeans and a plain gray t-shirt, then went to the bathroom to clean up. After peeing and brushing my teeth, I went into the living room.

A few coals still glowed in the fireplace. Barely any of that warmth had made it to the bedroom. I’d have to put a small fan near the entrance of the hallway to blow the heat down there once the weather turned colder. We all would. But, I’d worry about winter later. For the time being, I had to focus.

Three slices of Ellie’s bread and some jarred preserves made for a halfway decent breakfast. I would have preferred something more substantial, but that was all I had at that moment. No Eggo waffles, unfortunately, and no scrambled eggs. We’d get some chickens soon enough, though.

Realizing that I’d probably be kissing Sharg in a few hours, I went back to the bathroom and brushed my breakfast off my teeth. Being considerate cost nothing. I also went back into the bedroom and pulled the blanket over Iris’s ass so she wouldn’t be cold.

After grabbing my shotgun and pistol belt from my bedroom, I made my way out to the watchtower. Stan was already out there with Josh, checking over the truck. I was glad to see that; on a day like today, everything had to go right, and a little bit of prevention and preparation went a long way.

Kenny swaggered out a few minutes later. As usual, he was all smiles, regardless of the hour. “Good morning, fellas. I hope you’re as ready to shoot some Druids as I am.” He made finger guns at us.

“Yeah, but hopefully we’ll catch them before they’re awake,” I said, high-fiving him as he walked closer.

“Jacob said his son was an early riser and required everyone else to be,” Stan said.

The three of us were quiet for a moment after that. We knew something was seriously wrong. Jacob should have been back yesterday.

“So, when do we go looking for him?” I asked.

“If he’s not back by lunchtime today, we let the Druids know how we feel about it,” Stan said in a serious tone. “We have a few things we keep for emergency use only. This might not technically qualify for that, but I think it would be the right time to use it.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“Oh, you’ll love this,” Kenny said with a grin.

That grin remained on his face as he walked to the rear of the truck. There was a loud clang as he dropped the tailgate, then unlatched one of the storage compartments. A few minutes later he withdrew something and carried it over to us, holding it in both hands.

“Are you serious?” I asked, staring at him, and more importantly at what he held. “A fucking bazooka?”

He looked down at it like a man admiring his most prized possession. “Yup. Shoulder-fired rocket launcher. I’d marry this thing if I could.”

Stan barked a laugh. “You’d fuck it if you could.”

Kenny frowned and shook his head. “I tried, believe me. She wouldn’t consent. Gotta respect consent, especially with an extra spicy babe like this..”

Stan laughed. I just continued staring at the bazooka in his hands.

“Yeah, these things aren’t too common, so we’re supposed to save them for emergencies,” Kenny said. He looked down at the rocket launcher and grinned. “I’d love to use this to blow the shit out of some Druids, though.”

“Hopefully it doesn’t come to that,” I said. “But I’m glad you guys are prepared for everything.”

Kenny smiled at the rocket launcher and sighed. “Some call it a bazooka. Some call it a rocket launcher. I call it the love of my life.” He chuckled, then turned and took it back to the truck.

Josh finished his inspection of the truck and nodded. “I’m ready when everyone else is.” He patted a pistol at his waist.

Everyone was armed. Anything else would equal a death wish.

“Alright, guns?” Stan looked at everyone. “Good. Plenty of gas?” Josh rolled his eyes. “Of course we have gas. Everyone ready?” We all nodded.

“Oh hey,” Kenny began. “I added some presets on your CB radio while you weren’t there. Push one for the same frequency as the radio on the watchtower. We can tune into that one, too. Push two to talk to Loch Raven.”

“Thanks, Kenny,” I said.

I walked over to where the Porsche was parked in my driveway and gave it a quick look over. Well, I didn’t really have any tools on me. The tires looked as good as they could and still held air, so that was a plus. The batteries were fully charged, so I removed the charger and set it in my garage. I reached in and set my shotgun along the center console, then tossed my pistol belt in the passenger seat.

I took a minute to check my machine gun mounted on the fender. That was a real game changer, right there. After ensuring everything was working properly, I loaded it and pulled the charging handle. The safety was on, but it was otherwise ready to go.

After turning the car on, I grabbed the microphone and pushed the first preset button. “Testing, testing,” I said.

After a few seconds my speakers crackled and Stan’s voice came over the radio. “Yeah, we hear you.”

I reached over and pushed the second preset button. “Goooood morning, Loch Raven.”

A few seconds later, a voice answered. “Who is this?” It sounded like Leon, but I wasn’t quite sure.

“This is Mark, down in Hope,” I said. “Just testing my radio out and decided to say hi to you fellas.”

“We read you loud and clear,” Leon replied. “You guys stay safe down there.”

“You too,” I said, and hung up the mic.

“We’re gonna follow you!” Stan shouted from the window of the truck. That made sense. They didn’t know where to go.

I made sure to put the radio back on channel one in case they needed to talk and didn’t want to resort to yelling.

I turned and waved to them, then circled my car and gave my car one more quick glance. That giant mutant bear had left some claw marks on the rear fender. I still had some dried blood and gore on the rear of the car from where I had run over those Green Men. Yeah, my baby needed a bath in a major way.

No one was bringing any food, as this was just a quick trip. We didn’t need any. All we needed was our guns and our wits. With a bit of luck, this would be a quick, in-and-out mission.

Those thoughts stayed in my head as I climbed back into the car. It was a quick mission. They would recognize me, and everyone was afraid of Sharg. We’d be fine, and back in less than two hours. I told myself that over and over again.

I put the car in reverse, then hit the low power switch. The electric motor hummed to life as I backed out of my driveway. I still wasn’t fully used to using switches instead of a gas pedal, to be honest; that would always be strange to me. Hopefully one day in the future I could improve upon that setup. Maybe put a more powerful electric motor in the car, some better batteries, and get tires that weren’t absolutely ancient. Maybe Kenny could make it so that I could use the gas pedal again.

I hit the brakes and waited for a moment as the other guys hopped in their truck. Kenny climbed in the back and positioned himself behind his machine gun. After checking it over for a minute, he reached down and slapped the side of the truck. Josh reached out and waved to acknowledge him, then started the truck up.

The old Toyota roared to life, causing nearly a hundred birds to screech and fly away from their perches in nearby trees. It echoed through the settlement. Everyone would be awake after that.

“You gotta put a muffler on that damn thing one day,” I shouted.

Josh just grinned and revved the engine a few times. “Can’t hear you!” he yelled back.

I hadn’t driven my car in a few days, so I went over the switches and levers to familiarize myself with everything. Fortunately it was a simple vehicle.

Josh waved and nodded, and I knew we were ready to go. It was time to get this done.

“Back into the hornet’s nest,” I said to myself. I flipped the switch so my car would go forward, then put it in low power mode. It slowly accelerated down the street. We left the safety of our settlement behind.
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We cruised down Lakeside Drive, my car nearly as silent as the wind while Josh’s truck shouting its presence to the world. Once we turned onto Falls Road, I stopped and motioned for them to pull up next to me.

“Hey, what’s up?” Stan hollered at me.

“Once we get near there, I’m gonna go full speed,” I said to them. “The less time we spend near those assholes, the better.”

“Just make sure I get to shoot a few!” Kenny yelled.

“I don’t think you’ll have any problems there,” I said. “Kinda wish you had a muffler on that damn thing though, Josh. They’ll hear us from a mile away.”

Josh frowned at the dashboard. “Okay, okay. I’ll weld one on when we get back home. I just like it.” He revved the engine a few times again.

Eh, I understood it. Loud engines could be fun sometimes. But right now we needed to be able to sneak through the Druids’ territory, which would be absolutely impossible as loud as that damn truck was. At least they had that crazy asshole Kenny on the back with a machine gun.

“Okay, ready?” I asked.

They nodded, and Stan slapped the outside of the door a few times. Kenny gave me a thumbs up.

I hit the medium power switch and drove away with them following. It dawned on me that one of these days we’d have to use a big truck or something to push all the junk cars off the road. Swerving around them wasn’t too bad, but it definitely took a bit of thought. I also realized we could line some of them up, creating a block on the road. That might ultimately be more useful than the stone wall, depending on where we put it. People could still walk around them, but if they had cars of their own it would hinder them.

I tucked that away in my brain so I could think about it later. Once I came to a semi-clear spot on the radio, I grabbed my CB radio and keyed the mic.

“Hey, can you guys hear me over that loud motor of yours?” I asked.

Stan’s voice answered. “What was that? I can’t hear you over this loud motor of ours.”

Sigh. I should have expected that.

“Yeah, we still read you,” Stan said. “Loud and clear, at least somewhat.”

“I said I’ll put a muffler on it!” Josh said in the background.

“We’ll be close to the Druids in about five minutes,” I said. “Keep an eye out for Jacob.”

“Roger,” Stan said.

I put the mic up and reached over, turning the safety off. My machine gun was ready to go. A quick glance in my rearview mirror showed me that Kenny was ready and Stan leaned on the window sill with his pistol in hand.

We turned right onto Northern Parkway, and just a moment later took the on-ramp for 83 South. Nothing looked different from what I remembered, which was good. The highway was wide enough that dodging cars was easy.

I grabbed my mic and keyed it again. “Hey,” I said. “I’m going to max power now. I won’t let off until we’re out of their turf.”

“Roger,” Stan said.

I flipped both switches up and the car gradually accelerated to around fifty miles per hour. That was a decent clip, all things considered. It was definitely fast enough to help us get through enemy territory in a short amount of time.

Unfortunately, Josh’s truck roared nice and loud as he pressed the gas pedal. Well, he certainly announced our presence to everyone within a half mile radius.

We went beneath the overpass that was West Cold Spring Lane and I reached over, placing my hand on the trigger lever for my machine gun. I was nervous. There was no other word for it.

The highway began to rise slightly as it turned to the left. My heart pounded in my chest. The trees were so thick on either side of the road that I couldn’t see anyone, but I knew they were out there. We were solidly on their turf now. I gripped the trigger lever with a sweaty palm.

Sunlight glinted off something on the side of the road to my right. My eyes widened as I realized it was a gun. A pistol. The moment I saw it, it was too late. A gunshot rang out, and at the same moment I heard the loud sound of the bullet striking the passenger door. The dent was clear and obvious, but the bullet didn’t fully penetrate.

“Shit!” I yelled. “My car, you asshole!”

Before I had even finished saying those words, the sound of Kenny’s machine gun drowned everything out. The man on the side of the road practically exploded as the fifty-caliber bullets blew his arm off, then his head. The small tree next to him was blown in half at chest level. Of course the next thing I heard was Kenny shouting at the top of his lungs.

“WOOOOOOOOOOO TAKE THAT, MOTHER FUCKERRRRRRR!”

I scanned each side of the road while also dodging the old junk cars in front of me. My keen eyesight saw two men on my left, hiding against the concrete barrier at the edge of the elevated highway. Bushes and vines had grown thickly enough that the men used them as cover. They each raised fist-sized stones over their head, ready to launch them into my windshield.

I jerked the wheel to the left a bit too enthusiastically and my car began to slide. Even still, I pulled back on my trigger lever and my machine gun sent a flurry of bullets in their general direction. They both dropped their stones and tried to scramble away. One of my shots got lucky and hit a man in the leg, causing him to fall. Kenny’s machine gun cut him in half a second later. The other man didn’t last much longer.

More men came to the side of the road on our right side, all of them armed. Bullets started flying and I heard the ping of several of them striking my car. Bastards.

Once I got my car under control, I focused on swerving while moving ahead as quickly as possible. The center barrier in the road was too high for me to shoot over.

Fortunately, Kenny was an absolute madman with his machine gun. For a moment, I wasn’t sure what was louder: the truck’s exhaust, Kenny’s machine gun, or Kenny himself shouting at the top of his lungs.

But either way, the man was relentless. A dozen Druids popped up on the side of the road, shooting at us. Mere seconds later, they were fleeing for their lives as Kenny sent a hailstorm of bullets into the crowd. Small trees fell, branches exploded, and body parts flew onto the road.

Part of me wished for a machine gun like that on my car, but that thing was probably too powerful for my tiny sports car. The recoil would rip the fender off.

An overpass loomed up ahead. I fired off a few rounds from my machine gun, just doing my part to keep the Druids on the defensive. A few heads popped up above the edge of the overpass and suddenly bits of concrete were flying as Kenny fired at them. Jesus christ, the dude was absolutely wrecking the Druids, and I loved it.

He treated the next overpass the same way. Bullets peppered the concrete, causing the men to either duck or lose a head. As soon as Josh’s truck passed beneath, Kenny whirled around, firing again in case anyone thought to shoot him in the back.

It made the trip beneath those overpasses a lot safer, let me tell you. No one was stupid enough to mess with Kenny and his fifty-cal machine gun.

“STILL GOT IT!” Kenny shouted as we left the Druids’ territory and rode into comparative safety.

As soon as we left that area, we took the next exit. I dropped my car into low power and let it slow down as the road wound around and met up with North Avenue. Out of habit, I almost stopped at the intersection. Heh.

I tried to remember the path I had taken last time as I turned left onto North Avenue. Howard Street. Yeah, that was it. I turned right and kept going.

“You guys still doing alright?” I said into the CB mic.

“Yeah we’re good,” Stan shouted in reply. “I think Kenny will be happy for a month straight after that. We took a few bullets but fortunately this thing is armored. How about you?”

“I’m fine,” I said, scanning the area around us. “A few bullets hit the car but this old thing is made from really good steel. I don’t think any of the shots went through.”

“Old bullets,” Stan said. “They don’t pack the punch they usually do.”

“Good to know,” I replied. “We’re getting close. Tell Kenny not to shoot anyone unless he has to. Especially not the Green Men. I want to swoop in, pick up Sharg, and rush out.”

“Roger,” Stan said.

I turned right onto Preston Street, still traveling slowly. Except, as I checked the street signs, it turned into Dolphin Street at some point. Funny how I never remembered that after living in this damn city for nearly three decades. At least I knew I was going in the right direction, though.

I began to see signs of the Green Men as I took the road all the way to Fremont Avenue. My hand remained on the trigger lever of my machine gun, although I told myself I wouldn’t need it. Things were going to go well and we’d be fine.

A handful of burned-out cars blocked the road ahead, and I found myself smiling. Yep, I was going the right way. I let the cars guide me deeper into Lakpal territory and soon began seeing the green giants on the sides of the road, peering at us from alleyways and between buildings.

I leaned my head out of the window and shouted at them. “I’m here for Sharg!” I said. The confused looks on their faces was priceless.

When we came to the exact spot I had stopped last time, I turned the car off and let it coast to a stop. Josh’s truck rumbled behind me.

I grabbed my pistol belt and hurriedly buckled it around my waist, then fetched my shotgun on my way out of the car. I stood there, trying my best to look calm as the giant green-skinned warriors filled the area.

Looking over at Josh’s truck, their faces had gone white. Kenny kept his hands off his machine gun, but I could tell it was a struggle for him. I held up a hand to them as if to let them know it was okay.

“I’m here for Sharg!” I shouted again, ensuring they could hear me. I said it three times, until they began to repeat it among themselves.

One Green Man, a hulking brute of a man with a deep scar that ran through one eye, stepped closer to me. I casually slapped my shotgun against my open palm, but smiled at him.

“Who you?” he asked.

“I own Sharg,” I said in a loud voice. “She is my woman, and I’m here to take her. Someone go fetch her for me right now. If she learns I’m here and no one told her, she’ll tear your guts out and feed them to you.” I thought she had used that threat once before, so it was probably a safe bet.

The giant man crossed his arms. “What human ask for Sharg?” His sneer spoke volumes, as did his absolute lack of fear. Well, I didn’t expect them to be afraid of me.

“I am friend of the Lakpal,” I said, looking around. “The Lakpal are brave warriors, as am I. Sharg is my woman, and I am here to get her.”

He chuckled, which sounded more like gargling with a throatful of gravel. “I hear about you. White man that bed Lakpal woman. Now we meet.”

“Yeah, I got a bit of the, uh, green fever,” I said. Wait, was that racist?

The man chuckled again. He eyed me up and down, clearly thinking about how many ways he could kill me, then leaned to the side and told someone to get Sharg.

I stood in place, meeting his black-eyed gaze without flinching. Let me tell you, it wasn’t easy. Especially since I knew any one of these bastards could pull me apart and take a bite out of me probably before I could even raise my shotgun.

“Are you the new leader?” I asked the huge man.

He nodded at me. We stood there silently for another few minutes.

“You see Sharg. Good,” the man said. “We all hear about last visit. Sharg angry since then. Kill two people.”

“Holy shit, Sharg killed two people?” I asked.

The leader nodded. “I think…. She think you leave her. Not come back.”

“Sharg thought I abandoned her?” I asked. “Well, shit. No wonder she was feisty.”

“Good warrior, but good she leaving,” the leader said. “Remember, small warrior man. Always treat Sharg with strength. She powerful warrior.” He beat on his chest with a fist twice. It sounded like someone punching a refrigerator. “Very strong.”

I nodded. “Always. Sharg is very strong and I respect that.” I avoided making a comment about her breasts. Several other Green Women were in the crowd and while they were all built similarly to Sharg, they weren’t quite as large. And by that, I meant her body and her boobs.

“Where?” Sharg’s voice yelled. “Where my man?”

I shook my head. “We’re gonna have to work on your grammar, honey,” I muttered under my breath.
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To my left, the crowd of warriors parted and Sharg strode through. She was just as I remembered her: six and a half feet tall, heavily muscled, with boobs the size of my head. She wore something that looked like a homemade skirt made from curtain material. While not particularly stylish, it did show off her legs and hips nicely. Her top reminded me of a cutoff t-shirt. Was she trying to be more feminine? I definitely approved.

When others saw the look on her face, though, they stepped back. One man chuckled at her and she socked him right in the mouth. That made the others openly laugh.

She walked right to me, practically stomping. Standing there with her fists on her hips, she looked me up and down.

“I told you I would come back,” I said to her. Dear god, she was terrifying when she scowled at me like that.

Fortunately, her face softened a bit. “I thought you left for good. Not come back,” she said quietly. “I was mad.”

I leaned my shotgun on my shoulder and offered her my hand. She stared at it for a moment, then reached out and took it.

“I gave you my word,” I told her. “I promised. I always keep my promises. I’m here to take you to your new home.”

Her eyebrows raised slightly at that. “New home?”

I nodded. “Yep. Remember where I told you last time? Up north, in a place called Hope. A good life with friends.”

She gave me the faintest smile, then glanced over at Josh’s truck. “Who they?”

“Friends of mine,” I said. “Good fighters. We had to drive through Druid territory to get here, and they helped keep me alive.”

Sharg nodded slowly at them. “I respect that.” She turned to me. “So. You really here to take me to new home?”

I took a deep breath. “Yes. You can ride with me. We have some things to talk about on the way there, though.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly. “Like what?”

“I just want to make sure you get along with everyone,” I said. “I need to help teach you to live in a society.”

She nodded. “I understand,” she said, although she didn’t sound like she particularly wanted to.

“You leave us?” the leader called out.

Sharg turned to him. “Yes,” she said, then pointed to me. “This my man. He own me.”

“Please don’t do it,” I whispered to myself. “Please please please.”

Sharg turned to face the crowd. “This man own my pussy!” she shouted, slapping herself in the crotch for good measure. My god, why did she have to do that? I sighed. I knew where this was going.

“And my ass too!” Sharg said in a loud voice. “He going to wife me!”

Kenny cheered loudly and whistled. Stan slapped his hand on the outside of the truck door several times. Josh honked the horn.

I mean, when you’re in a weird situation with a giant green mutant woman, sometimes all you can do is play along, right? What else was I supposed to do? Besides, I needed to get out of this place in one piece and not wind up in some Green Man’s stomach.

I took a step closer and reached beneath her skirt, grabbing her ass and squeezing it hard. Sharg grunted in approval.

“This is my woman!” I shouted. “I was the only warrior strong enough to tame Sharg, and now she is mine! I own her pussy and her, uhh, her ass!” Okay, so I stumbled over that one, but I kept going. “And now I’m going to wife her and take her every night! She belongs to me!”

She looked down at me, smiling with clear and thorough approval. Some of the other Green Men nodded slightly, almost as if they approved of how I just handled that.

The leader just watched me with his arms crossed. “You not tame Sharg,” he said with a hint of a grin. “Sharg wild forever. Good fighter. Good woman.” He looked at me, then at Sharg and actually smiled. “Be strong, Sharg. Have sons and make them warriors. But, even though you with human, remember you always Lakpal. Teach sons that.”

She nodded and beat her chest with a fist twice. “Lakpal until day I die.”

I reached out and grabbed her ass again. And I mean, I really grabbed that thing. It filled my hand and I gave it a squeeze like I was trying to use it as a handle and move her around. The others seemed to approve of that.

“Wife,” I said to her in a loud, strong voice. “Get in our car. Let’s go home.”

She turned and hugged me. I was surprised to see the gesture in front of all the other men. From some of their reactions, I think they were surprised as well. The Green Men didn’t usually show affection in public. And Sharg was known as a fierce warrior.

“Yes,” she said, releasing me. “Home. Let’s go home.”

I wasn’t sure if she understood how car doors worked, so I followed her around to her side of the car. Of course, that meant I just stared at her ass the entire time.

After opening the door for her, she climbed in. She barely fit in the car, and it very clearly leaned over from her bodyweight. I chuckled and closed the door.

“Is that it?” Stan asked, leaning out the window. He still eyed the Green Men warily. Couldn’t say I blamed him.

“Yeah,” I said.

I walked around to my side of the car and set my shotgun inside, then turned to face their leader. I pounded my chest with a fist. “Is that how you do it?”

He nodded. “A salute only for warriors.”

I hit my chest twice. “Respect and honor to the Lakpal. Live in strength.” That was a wild guess at what a Lakpal greeting would be. It sounded right, so I just said it with confidence.

He looked at me for a moment, then grinned. “Yes, human,” he said, hitting his chest. “Go in strength.”

I looked around almost out of habit, just making sure everything was still cool. All the Lakpal seemed to approve of me taking Sharg. Well, their leader had said she’d been a bit of a bitch since I last visited. Maybe they were just glad to get rid of her.

“Alright, let’s go,” I said to Stan and the guys.

“We’re gonna turn around right here and go back the way we came,” I said to the Green Man leader. He nodded and took a step back, then began telling the others to disperse.

After opening the car door, I hopped in. Sharg looked at me nervously as I reached up and hit the low power switch.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

She would never admit to fear, but I could see a glimmer of it in her dark eyes. Well, that made sense. I mean, she was changing her entire life for me.

I turned the wheel and whipped the car around. Sharg held onto the side of the door. I left the car in low power mode and we slowly rode out of their territory.

“That was a lot easier than I expected,” I said to myself.

“What you mean?” Sharg asked.

Ah yes. I was going to have to really work with her to teach her some semblance of proper grammar. Well, we had the rest of our lives to work on that.

“I was worried they’d try to fight me, like last time,” I told her.

She shook her head. “No. You already prove you warrior. Plus, you own me. And my puss—”

“Okay, I got it,” I said quickly. “Alright, now before we get to your new home, we need to start teaching you a few things. I’m not saying anything is wrong with you, I just want to help you live in your new settlement. I want to help you be happy and get along with people.”

She took a deep breath. “Okay. Start.”

“The first thing to remember is that people don’t want to fight you. Trust me on this. No one in Hope wants to fight you. Even if someone gets upset with you, they don’t want to fight you.”

She frowned slightly. “Weird. Okay.”

I continued. “And the second thing to remember is that fighting basically solves nothing.”

“Sure it does,” Sharg protested.

I slowly turned a corner and continued driving out of the neighborhood. “It really doesn’t. Let’s say you and I argue and we disagree on something. You punch me. Does that mean you’re right.”

“If I punch you, you probably die. So your opinion not matter anymore. I win.”

I sighed. “Okay, but it doesn’t solve anything. Facts are facts. It’s not about winning; it’s about making sure the truth is heard.”

She shook her head. “Your world is so strange. I try to learn, for you, Mark.”

“Thank you,” I said. “Just remember, no hitting people. And definitely no eating people.”

“I not really eat people,” she said with a grin. “Taste bad. More just to make people afraid.”

“Well, you don’t have to do that anymore,” I said. “Remember, Hope is full of friends. You might disagree with them on some things, but no one wants to hurt you and no one wants to fight you.”

“Ever?”

“Ever. You’re strong though, and we’ll definitely need that. We’re trying to build a wall to help protect us in case the Druids come back.”

She tightened her fists until her knuckles cracked. “You say no fighting, but I want to fight Druids.”

“Okay, if they show up, you are absolutely allowed to fight and kill them all you want,” I said. “They’re bad dudes and deserve to be killed. But you don’t fight your friends.”

She nodded. “Okay. So, what do I do?”

“With your friends?”

She nodded again.

“Treat them nicely,” I said. “Hug them. Tell them nice things. Uhh, like say their hair looks nice, or you appreciate how hard they work. Treat other people how you want to be treated.”

“But I want to be treated like warrior,” she said.

I sighed. “I know, I know. It’s going to take a while for you to adapt to our society, but I think you’ll do fine.” I reached over and held her hand. She was surprisingly gentle. “Like this. This is great.”

“What about your other wives?” she asked.

Uh oh. Already referring to herself as one of my wives. I glanced over at her absolutely massive tits. Well, there were worse things.

“I’ll talk to them,” I said. “They’ll be able to help you. They’re wonderful women, and they’ll be nice to you. Which reminds me, we need to talk about something very important. One of my wives is someone you’ll need to be very careful with.”

“Explain,” she said, looking concerned.

I took a deep breath. “So, you remember the woman I went to rescue, last time I spoke with you?”

Sharg nodded. I kept our speed slow so we’d have more time to talk.

“So, she really likes me so I agreed to take her as one of my wives. And she’s a lovely woman, beautiful and very kind. But, her entire family was killed and eaten by Lakpal.”

Sharg’s eyebrows raised at that.

“Not your tribe,” I said. “She lived down south, so it was different people. But she isn’t going to like you. I want you to be nice to her, because she’s going to be very afraid of you.”

Sharg nodded slowly. “Why Lakpal kill her family?”

“Fighting over water and food, I think,” I said. “She did nothing wrong, nor did her family. They were living in peace, and the Lakpal came in and started killing everyone. So, to be blunt, she isn’t going to like you, and her dislike is justified.”

“Fighting over food often fierce,” Sharg said grimly. “You say Lakpal started fight?”

“Yes,” I said. “They just came in and started killing people and eating them.”

Sharg was quiet for a moment. “What you want me to do?”

“Be nice to her,” I said. “It’s going to take a lot of work to get her to like you. She understands that it wasn’t your tribe that did it, but she’s still not going to like you.”

“I want her to like me,” she said. “All wives should like each other. Makes for better family. We all be friends and raise babies together.”

Damn, so she was one of my wives now. I glanced at her boobs again. Yeah, I couldn’t really complain.

“What her name?” Sharg asked.

“Iris,” I said. “Like the flower.”

Sharg pursed her lips and thought for a moment. “I be very nice to Iris. I make Iris friend.”

“Good,” I said, turning at the next intersection. I decided now was probably a good time to take an alternate path home so I’d have more time to talk. “Now, let’s work on your grammar.”
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As we drove up Falls Road and turned onto Lakeside Drive, Sharg stared in wonder at all the trees. Considering she had spent her entire life down in the city, in a bleak and crumbling urban sprawl, I understood it.

“So beautiful,” Sharg said quietly. “I never seen so many trees and bushes before. And so big!”

“I’ve,” I corrected. “Like, I have never seen so many trees and bushes.”

Sharg huffed. “This is a lot of work.”

“Yeah, but you’re doing great,” I replied. “We’ve been working on this for thirty minutes and you’re already doing a lot better. I think within a week you’ll be pretty much good to go.”

Sharg frowned at me, then nodded. “My people don’t focus on talking. They focus on fighting. Killing. Surviving.”

“And now you’re going to focus on loving and learning,” I said. “Trust me, it’s a much more peaceful life.”

She nodded again. “I know. I’m excited.” She flashed me a sudden smile, a beautiful smile, then went back to looking out the window. “So green,” she said quietly.

“Up there is the lake,” I said, pointing as I slowed down to turn into our neighborhood. “It’s a huge body of water, big enough to swim in. That’s where we get our water for drinking and cooking and everything. I still need to build a system to pump the water into our settlement.”

Sharg looked ahead in wonder. “Lake,” she said quietly, almost as if tasting the word. “I’ve never seen a lake.”

“I’ll show you later. Or maybe one of the others will,” I said. “We’re definitely going to need your strength right away in Hope. Once you get settled in, we’ll have you help us with our wall.”

“Wall?”

“Yeah, a wall made from stone,” I clarified. “We think the Druids will probably attack again, so we’re trying to be safe.”

Sharg’s eyebrows lowered. “I’ll do anything to fight against the Druids. Every dead Druid is a blessing. Wait—you said you passed through them on your way to see me, right?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I wanted to get down to you quickly so I took the most direct route. We took a different way back, so I would have more time to talk to you and teach you things. I was too busy talking to explain why we took a different path at the time. At least I managed to find my way back here, so next time we travel I can avoid the Druids.”

Sharg looked at me for a moment, then smiled. “You strange man, Mark.”

“I won’t disagree,” I said, turning into my settlement.

I pulled into my driveway, then shut the car off. Josh parked their truck along the road. Sharg watched as I showed her how the door handle worked. A simple thing, but rather curious for someone that had never been in a car before. Also, with her level of strength, I wanted to make sure she didn’t accidentally tear the handle off.

The entire car raised up a few inches when Sharg got out. I tried not to laugh at that. Jess walked out of the house with Shayla right behind, and they stood at the front of the driveway, waiting for us.

Iris remained in the doorway, standing there with her arms crossed. She didn’t look happy at all. To be fair, I couldn’t blame her.

“Hello, my loves,” I said to Jess and Shayla.

They walked up to me and each kissed me in turn. Shayla gave me a big hug as well.

“We were worried about you. Everyone heard all the gunfire shortly after you left.” Shayla hugged me again, then finally released me.

“That was probably Kenny,” I said. “Pretty sure he single-handedly cut their population in half with that damn machine gun of his.”

“Good,” Jess said. She glanced over my shoulder. “Oh yeah, you can tell he shot a bunch of them. Look at how happy he is.”

I turned and watched Kenny and Stan chest-bump while shouting. Kenny high-fived people with all three hands, then made hand motions like he was mowing people down with his machine gun again. I couldn’t help but laugh.

“You said he is a great warrior,” Sharg said, suddenly standing right behind the other two women.

All three of us jumped. How the fuck did that giant woman move so quietly?

“Yeah he killed probably three dozen Druids on our way down,” I said.

Sharg nodded approvingly. “A good start.”

Shayla and Jess looked at Sharg, ready to introduce themselves. Sharg turned and looked over at Iris.

Now, Sharg had a case of resting bitch face that could stun a mule. That combined with her massive physique meant that meeting her gaze could be incredibly difficult.

Well, Iris had no problem. The look she gave Sharg could have drilled a hole through her. The two locked eyes for a moment, neither one of them flinching or looking away.

“Is that Iris?” Sharg asked quietly.

“Yeah,” I said.

Sharg left us and walked over to her. Iris uncrossed her arms and reached behind her back.

“Iris, stay calm,” Jess said.

“Ah shit,” I said to myself.

I took a step forward in case I needed to break up a fight. Although the thought of a fight between them was almost comical, with Iris being short and barely over a hundred pounds and Sharg being taller than Stan and probably four hundred pounds.

Jess reached out and stopped me. “They’ll be okay,” she said. “I spoke with Iris. I don’t think she’ll shoot her.” She didn’t sound too certain, though.

Sharg towered over Iris like a giant standing in front of a child. Iris glared at the huge woman in a manner that somehow made it look like she was looking down her nose at her. Iris’s arm began to move.

Sharg suddenly dropped to a knee so that their faces were more level. “Iris? I am Sharg.”

“I know,” Iris said through clenched teeth.

“I am sorry for what my people did to your people,” Sharg said. “The Lakpal often kill without remorse. I done that in the past, too much. I change. I give you my word I will respect you and protect you. For we sister-wifes now.”

Sharg suddenly reached out and hugged Iris, and rather tightly. Iris looked truly shocked, so much that her pistol fell from her hand and clattered on the floor. She stood there stiffly, but Sharg remained in place, holding her tightly but gently. Iris finally reached around and clumsily patted Sharg on the shoulder.

“Please don’t hate me,” Sharg said, sounding somewhere between vulnerable and incredibly awkward.

Iris sighed audibly and patted Sharg again. “I don’t hate you,” she said. “But this is not easy for me.”

“I will earn trust,” Sharg said, finally releasing the petite woman. She stood, once again towering over her. “I will keep you safe and earn trust.”

Iris looked up at her, slightly confused. “Um, okay.”

“Will you teach me to read?” Sharg asked.

Iris blinked. “Read?”

Sharg nodded. “Yes, read. I think I recognize a few letters, but the Lakpal don’t read. There’s no need to since we just fight and farm and harvest. I want to read. If you have a favorite book, please use that to teach me.”

Iris was caught completely off-guard by that. “Uh, well, sure. I guess—”

A scream cut her off.

“Jacob!” That sounded like Tiffany’s voice.

Everyone turned to look. It only took us a few seconds to find him staggering up the road. It was Jacob, and he was covered head to toe in blood.

“Shit,” I said. “Someone help him!” I started running toward him.

After only a few steps I was practically trampled by Sharg and Shayla running past me. Jesus, that giant muscle-bound woman was damn near as fast as the petite Beastkin. It was like a damn stampede.

“Healer!” Shayla shouted as she ran up to Jacob. “Jess! Jenna!”

She and Sharg grabbed onto Jacob, keeping him from falling. As I got closer I realized he held something in his arms, against his chest. The baby. It had to be the baby.

I finally arrived around the same time as Stan and Kenny. Everyone tried to help, but Sharg and Shayla mostly shooed everyone away and half-carried him over to the watchtower.

Jacob was in bad shape. His face looked like it had been beaten for hours on end. One of his eyes was swollen shut and his nose was flattened to one side. His mouth was at the wrong angle, as if his jaw was broken. Small cuts covered his face and neck, still leaking blood. One of the hands that held the baby to his chest had every finger broken.

Shayla gasped and reached around to Jacob’s back, but Sharg stopped her.

“No! Don’t pull the knife out. He’ll bleed more.” She held up a hand until Shayla nodded.

Sharg grabbed Jacob beneath the arm and half-carried, half-dragged him the rest of the way to the watchtower.

“Jimbo,” Jacob wheezed. His breathing came in gurgling, choking gasps. “Couldn’t make it. Fell behind me, a few hundred feet. They tortured him. Made me watch. Can’t unsee it.”

“I’ll get him,” Sharg said, carefully releasing Jacob. She turned and sprinted away, much faster than a woman that size should have been able to run.

“I’ve got him,” Jess said, huffing as she jogged up. She looked at Jacob, her face filled with worry. “Oh, Jacob,” she said, and her eyes widened as she saw the baby. She gasped loudly. “Is she alright?”

Jacob extended his broken hands, showing the sleeping baby. Blood smears covered much of her, but she looked unharmed. Tiffany was right there and took the baby, choking back tears.

“I’ve got you,” Jess said again.

She reached out and took Jacob’s hands in hers and closed her eyes. She gasped again and shuddered only seconds later.

“No,” Jess whispered. “How can you stand this?”

“Let me know when I can remove the knife,” Stan said. Next to him, Kenny reached out and tried to help steady Jacob.

“Go ahead,” Jess said.

Stan pulled the knife out and tossed it to the ground in disgust. Jacob didn’t even make a sound. His eyes were closed and he swayed on his feet.

“Let me see that baby,” Jenna said as she walked up to Tiffany. They both huddled over the baby, with Jenna laying her hands on the tiny thing.

The rest of us watched as Jess’s healing began to work on Jacob. His face moved like a thing alive; his jaw shifted with an audible click and his nose moved back into place. He breathed through clenched teeth as his fingers straightened out and healed. His body shivered as other, unseen wounds went away. His swollen eyes were the final thing to heal, and once they did he looked around for a moment, then fixed me with a piercing stare. I recognized something in that stare, although I never thought I would see it from Jacob: fear. Fear and uncertainty.

“I have him!” Sharg shouted. She ran toward us with a man in her arms. I recognized the guy; it was Jimbo, the Druid. He looked to be completely soaked with blood from head to toe.

“He needs rest,” Jess said. “Jacob, none of this tough guy bullshit. You’re getting some rest today, you hear?”

He just continued staring me in the eye.

Jess finally released him and ran over to Sharg. When she laid her hands on Jimbo, she nearly broke into tears at the wounds she felt.

“Mark,” Jacob said in a weak voice. His gaze was sharper than ever, though.

“I’m here, buddy,” I said.

Jacob swayed and Kenny and Stan grabbed him beneath his armpits, holding him up. Jacob nodded at them in thanks, then went back to giving me that damn uncomfortable stare.

“Mark,” Jacob said again. “I need you to do something for me.”

“Anything,” I said, placing a careful hand on Jacob’s shoulder. His shirt was completely soaking wet with blood.

Jacob was silent for a moment before finally speaking. I could tell the words hurt to say.

“I need you to kill my son.”
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I didn’t have a chance to ask Jacob for any details, as he almost passed out after saying those words. He sagged and only remained on his feet because Stan and Kenny held him up. They carefully turned him around and walked him toward his house.

“Jenna!” Jess shouted. “I need help!”

Jenna hurried over toward where Sharg held Jimbo. Seeing the busty, motherly old woman run should have been a bit comical, but at that moment I felt only concern.

Jacob was arguably the toughest man around. His reputation alone was enough to strike fear in men’s hearts. Seeing him beaten that badly felt almost unreal. And hearing him say that he would be haunted by what he saw the Druids do to Jimbo… I didn’t even know what to say.

Jimbo looked to be little more than a solid mass of blood. Jess’s hands were stained red as she struggled to heal him. Tears streamed down her face, from the effort or from what she felt. The moment Jenna arrived and laid hands on the young man, her reaction was much the same.

Jess had once told me that when she used her mutation to heal, she could feel every wound. At that moment, Jimbo was in enough pain to nearly incapacitate both of the healers.

Sharg carefully laid Jimbo on the grass and the two healers went to work. I turned and found Tiffany, still holding the baby. Will was there as well, looking down at the infant and smiling. He kept shooting worried glances at Jimbo though, and at one point turned to watch Jacob be carried away.

“How is she?” I asked as I walked up.

“She’s beautiful,” Tiffany said, sniffling a bit. “Barely a scratch on her. Jacob and that… that Druid nearly gave their lives to bring her here safely.”

I looked down at the little girl. She was a cute little thing, and tiny; she couldn’t have been more than a month old. I didn’t know a thing about babies, but she looked healthy. Chubby cheeks, blue eyes. I had always thought babies kinda looked like aliens, but she was positively adorable. She watched Tiffany, who smiled down at her.

With the chaos around us, it was surreal to see Tiffany, vengeance personified, holding the tiny girl so gently. It was a strange bit of peace. I watched them for a moment, seeing Tiffany’s natural motherly instincts take over.

“I’m just glad the little girl is okay,” I said quietly.

“What happened to them?” Tiffany asked, a bit of anger coming out through the other emotions playing on her face. “What did those Druids do to them?”

I turned and glanced over my shoulder. Jess and Jenna looked absolutely haunted and just stood there while Jimbo laid on the ground in the fetal position. Even Sharg looked bothered.

“Tortured them both,” I said. “I don’t know the details and I hope I never find out. But Jimbo was hurt badly enough to give Jacob nightmares. Said they made him watch.”

“Monsters,” Tiffany said, half under her breath. “No care for human life.” She looked up at me. “I know I have more important things to do and I shouldn’t focus on vengeance. Will has told me that enough times. But I won’t be happy until every Druid is dead.”

I looked over my shoulder again. Sharg carried Jimbo in both arms while Jenna directed him toward Jacob’s house. After a few exchanged words, Sharg grabbed his blood-soaked shirt and snatched it off. It was so torn she barely had to pull. Jenna removed his shoes, and they went inside.

“I know they need rest, but I want to talk to them,” I said. “Is it okay if I come by and see the baby later?”

“Sure,” Tiffany said, smiling down at the little girl again. “We’ll have to think of a name.”

I turned and walked toward Jacob’s house. Most of the locals stood near the doorway, wanting to be close but not wanting to be in the way. As I approached, some of them moved.

“Mayor coming through!” Kenny said.

I didn’t even think to chastise him for that one. I just let it pass.

Once in the living room, I glanced around for a moment. Jess was in the kitchen, washing her hands. Jenna left the hallway, crossed the living room, and went straight to the kitchen. Both of them washed their hands almost frantically, like they couldn’t get the blood off. I decided to go to the kitchen and check with them first.

“Hey, is everything alright?” I asked as I approached the two healers.

Jess’s hands were clean, but she leaned both hands on the edge of the sink and sighed. Jenna grabbed more water from the nearby five-gallon bucket and splashed it on her already-clean hands, scrubbing them furiously.

“I feel sick,” Jess said with her eyes closed. “I didn’t know it was even possible to hurt a man that badly. I don’t believe in miracles, but if I did, Jimbo being alive would be the biggest miracle I’d ever seen.” She reached over and placed a hand on Jenna’s hands. “They’re clean,” she said softly.

Jenna sagged and I saw a tear roll down her cheek. “I need a drink,” she said after a moment. She grabbed a nearby towel and both of them dried their hands off, then Jenna fetched a bottle of whiskey.

I decided to leave them alone. It was more important that I spoke with Jacob, and I wanted to do it before he passed out. Leaving the kitchen, I turned and walked down the hallway toward the bedrooms. I ran into Ellie, who held blood-soaked clothes in her arms.

“Hey, Ellie,” I said, moving to the side. “Is he—dear god, what is that smell?” It was like a cross between a meat factory and an open sewer.

“I’m burning these,” she said, hurrying by me with the filthy clothes in both arms.

“Jesus christ,” I said to myself, as I walked into Jacob’s room.

The grizzled old man reclined on the bed, shifting around and getting comfortable. The sheets only covered him to his waist, although I figured he was probably fully unclothed. Scars covered his chest and stomach, reminding me of the hard life Jacob had lived.

“Hey buddy,” I said, sitting on the side of the bed.

“She wouldn’t even let me lie down until I had stripped all those clothes off,” Jacob said with just a hint of his usual snark. His eyes were dark and sunken, like he hadn’t slept in three days. “Can’t say I blame her that much. Feels good to finally get some rest.” He propped up two pillows and laid his head back.

“Mind if I ask a few questions?” I asked him.

“Go ahead, but I can’t promise I’ll be awake very long,” Jacob said, then yawned.

“Can you tell me what happened?” I asked. “Just the quick version. Did Oliver double cross you? Did you get attacked?”

Jacob let out a heavy sigh. “He’s a real son of a bitch, you know. Sometimes I wish I could hate him; he deserves it. But when all is said and done, he’s my son. I can’t bring myself to feel hate for him. Only disappointment. I guess…. Well, I guess I should have expected this.”

I shifted on the bed and waited for him to continue.

Jacob took a deep breath and twisted his head until his neck popped. “Ah, that’s better. So, we went there, and I asked to see my son. They was waiting for us, and we got there without any issue. He even showed us around. It was kinda strange, having Jimbo there. I didn’t understand why Oliver allowed the guy to be around us, until later. He made an example of Jimbo, and as I said, he made me watch.”

I tried not to shiver at the thought of being forced to watch someone’s torture.

“The baby was healthy and sound,” Jacob continued. “Oliver made sure of that. Gave me a sound beatin’ and had some of his men join it. I’ve taken some hits before, but it was just cruel, how they did it. They made sure I could still walk and handed me the baby. Told me they hoped I was strong enough to get her to safety.”

I blinked at that. “Hold on. It sounds like they didn’t care if you and the baby made it or not.”

Jacob shook his head. “Nope. No care at all. Oliver has completely lost what it means to be human. He ain’t no man anymore. He’s a monster, a demon. Well, we talked. I tried to get him to see reason, and he taught me a lesson for it. And before you ask, yeah, they’re coming.”

“Here? To attack us again?”

Jacob nodded. “Yeah. I don’t know when, although I wouldn’t expect it to be too soon, after the whippin’ we gave them earlier. But he told me, one day when we least expect he’s gonna come and finish the job. Said he’ll kill the girl while I watch, then he’ll kill me. Smiled from ear-to-ear as he said it. I don’t understand how a man can be so damn cruel.”

“What about Jimbo?” I asked.

Jacob closed his eyes and took another deep breath. “I seen a lot of things in my years,” Jacob said. His voice was tired and resigned. Almost emotionless. “I don’t think I ever seen someone hurt as bad as that boy Jimbo. They made me watch the whole time. It’s gonna haunt me for the rest of my life.”

I almost asked what they did but quickly realized that would have been a bad idea. I wasn’t a big fan of violence or gore, and if something was bad enough to bother Jacob, it would probably make me puke.

“He shouldn’t be here,” Jacob said quietly. “He shouldn’t have made it. Not sure I could have walked at all, had they done all that to me. But when they were done, Oliver threw him on the ground and told him to go if he was strong enough to move. And Jimbo stayed by my side, bawling like a baby but keeping up. He walked with me until he fell on his face and couldn’t move anymore. Kept saying he had to make sure the girl was okay. That she got a better future than he did, or me. That she was safe from the Druids.”

“Jimbo said that?” I asked, surprised.

Jacob nodded slowly. “Yeah. Now, I got no love for the Druids. Especially after that. But I don’t think Jimbo is one of them anymore, after what just happened. I’d wager that boy would give his last drop of blood to get revenge on them.”

I wasn’t sure what to say to that. A Druid, living among us? It felt wrong. Tiffany might just decide to up and kill him one day.

“Lemme tell you something, Mark,” Jacob said, closing his eyes. He looked absolutely exhausted. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that men don’t change, hardly ever. No matter what happens, they’re stuck in their ways. That being said, after what we went through, I would trust Jimbo with my life. And I don’t say that easily.” He barked a weak laugh. “I suppose I did trust him with my life, and he nearly gave his for me and that baby.”

“Powerful words,” I said quietly.

“Jimbo is not a… a tough man,” Jacob said. “He’s not strong, he ain’t a good fighter. Borderline worthless in many ways. But he showed a lot of this.” Jacob tapped himself over his heart. “More than I ever seen before. More than I could have given, to be honest.”

I thought on that for a moment. “So, we let him stay?”

Jacob nodded and shifted on the bed, getting comfortable. “Teach him how to be useful. Show him how to work, and build things, and read letters. Give him purpose so he can’t dwell on all that happened to him. He’s one of us, now.”
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A Druid among us. It was a strange thought, but I trusted Jacob. I wanted to ask him a few more things, but he had fallen asleep by that point. Well, he needed rest. Besides, if Jess found out I was bothering one of her patients, she’d tear me a new one.

I got up and walked back into the hallway, then looked around for Jimbo. Surprisingly, Tiffany stood right there, still holding the baby. Will was a few feet back, concern on his face as always.

“Everything okay?” I asked her.

She nodded. “I want to thank him for bringing this baby here. He could have taken a different path, but what he did was honorable. The least I can do is say thanks.” Her voice was stiff. She knew it was the right thing to do, but it was clearly difficult for her.

Ellie suddenly appeared in the hallway, fists on her hips. Her arms were covered in blood all the way up to her shoulders.

“Now, I won’t have you bothering those boys, you hear me? Say your thanks and let them sleep. I’m responsible for them and I intend to let them rest all they can.”

“Yes ma’am,” I said to Ellie.

“Last door on the left,” she said.

The door was partially closed, so I pushed it open and walked in. Tiffany followed, holding the baby.

Jimbo was on the bed with a sheet pulled up to his chest. He was in the fetal position on one side, facing away from us. Thin scars criss-crossed his back, like he had been whipped many times over the years. A wicked burn scar covered the back of one shoulder. He didn’t move when we entered, so I sat down on the side of the bed.

“Hey, man,” I said quietly.

Christ, I had no clue what to say to this guy. I reached out and placed a hand on his shoulder and he flinched.

“Sorry,” he said after a deep breath and a heavy sigh. His voice was weak and hollow. He sounded like he had been crying all day.

“It’s okay,” I said, gently squeezing his shoulder. His arm was so tense it felt like holding onto a piece of wood. “I just wanted to thank you. Me and someone else.”

After a moment, Tiffany stepped up. “You risked your life for this baby. I just want you to know that everyone saw your sacrifice.”

A few seconds later, Jimbo rolled onto his back, reclining on a few pillows. He flinched when he saw Tiffany and raised his hands, but relaxed after a moment.

“We may never be friends, but I’m in your debt after this,” Tiffany said. I could tell it was hard for her to say the words, but I was proud of her for saying them.

“Thank you,” Jimbo said, looking from me to her. “Was she okay?”

Tiffany nodded. “Not a scratch on her, thanks to you and Jacob.” She smiled down at the baby. “Not saying I forgive you for your life of hurting others, but on this, we’re even.”

“I never went on raids,” Jimbo said quietly. “I wasn’t strong enough, they said. Or mean enough. I was a coward.”

Tiffany shrugged. Although she was thanking Jimbo, it was clear from the tone of her voice she wasn’t concerned with him as a person. “I’ll be honest with you: I don’t really give a shit about you or what you’ve been through. I figured whatever they did to you, you probably deserved it. But, I know you did a lot for this baby, and it’s appreciated. That’s all I wanted to say.”

Jimbo stared at her for a moment. “Oliver has a wooden bench outside his palace. It’s called the blood bench. It’s where he punishes people in different ways. Over the years, so much blood has soaked into the wood that it turned it black. He never washes it. The smell is worse than you could imagine.”

“I don’t really need to know all that,” Tiffany said, picking up some of her old dislike for Jimbo. “I just wanted to say thanks.”

“They made an example out of me, to show Jacob what they would do to everyone here,” Jimbo continued. “Everyone. Man, woman, and child. What’s the worst thing you can imagine, ma’am?”

Tiffany’s eyes grew as cold as ice. “Killing my own daughter when she was captured by Druids, so she wouldn’t have to endure the life you’d give her.”

“That was the right choice,” Jimbo said without pause. “Because had I known what was going to happen, I would have shot myself in the fucking head. I begged for death, but that only made them hurt me more.”

Tiffany opened her mouth to say something, but wisely shut it and rethought her words. “Look, I’m doing my best to learn forgiveness,” she said. “I just wanted to thank you for saving this baby. You did the right thing.”

“They tied me to the bench,” Jimbo said, his voice breaking. “Arms and legs around it, so I couldn’t move. Then, nearly every man there took a turn. Some took two or three. They said they were warming me up.”

Tiffany suddenly looked ill, but Jimbo wasn’t done.

“You need to know what I went through to bring that baby here. When they untied me I wept even harder, because I thought they were done. I thought the pain was over and I was going to be set free, or at least put out of my misery. Instead, they held me while they beat Jacob. And they really hurt him. He killed two of them in the process—killed one man with his damn teeth. They just beat him harder. Broke his nose, broke his jaw, broke his fingers. Stabbed him in the stomach twice with these thin-bladed knives Oliver loves to use. Maximum pain, minimum bleeding. So he can draw out the torture.”

“I don’t need to know all this,” Tiffany said stiffly.

“When they were done with Jacob, they held him there so he had to watch what they did to me. They took me and sat me on a stake. A wooden stake, about three feet long. They only sharpened it a little; Oliver said if it was too sharp, it ruined the fun. They sat me down on it and took turns pulling on my arms and hips, jumping on my back.” He lowered his sheet and touched a spot on his upper stomach, slightly on the left side. Jess’s healing had left the faintest scar there. “It tore through here.”

Tiffany closed her eyes and shuddered. She looked like she was going to throw up. I didn’t feel much better. Jesus, the very thought of impaling someone was at the top of the list of things too horrifying to imagine. It helped put it in perspective just how incredibly cruel Oliver was.

“I spent the rest of the day there,” Jimbo said. “Some men came out and slapped me around once night came, laughing the entire time, but no one helped. Jacob begged them to stop, and Oliver finally agreed. They lifted me off the stake and told me if I could walk away, they’d let me go. I knew if we failed, they would kill that little baby. I couldn’t let that happen. I gave my all to bring her here.”

Jimbo closed his eyes as tears leaked onto his cheeks. He opened his mouth to say something else but his voice caught. Instead, he rolled back over on his side. “Please. Just leave me alone and let me dream of death.”

Tiffany hurried out of the room. I heard a sob escape her as she entered the hallway.

“Take all the time you need, Jimbo,” I said quietly. “You’ve more than earned your place here. Get some rest and come out when you feel ready and we’ll get started on your new life. No one will hurt you again.”

He began to weep, so I grabbed the thin blanket and pulled it up to his chest. He clutched at it, holding it tightly. I left the room, closing the door behind me.

Ellie saw me and fixed me with a stern gaze. “I saw Tiffany leave in a rush. Are you bothering that boy? Mayor or not, I won’t stand for that.” She clutched a wooden spoon in one hand and I suddenly worried that she was going to beat my ass with it.

“No ma’am,” I said quickly. “I just wanted to thank him.” I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Images began flashing, things Jimbo had just described, and I hurriedly opened my eyes again. “Give him all the rest and all the food he needs. And kindness. It’s going to take a long time for Jimbo’s mind to heal after that, and to be honest it may never. He’ll need someone to talk to. Someone to listen to him.”

Ellie nodded and spoke in a much more gentle tone. “I done that when they hurt my Richard. He couldn’t talk, but he cried and described things with his hands, trying to tell me what happened. I just held him and told him I loved him, and I’d keep him safe.”

“Richard would probably be a good person to have here,” I said. “If he’s up for it. I feel like he’s the only one that could truly sympathize.”

Ellie nodded again. “Yeah, my boy will be good for that. He likes helping people. These two might wind up being good friends.”

I walked over to the living room, where Jenna and Jess were seated. As I approached, Jess stood and came to me.

“It’s okay, honey,” I said, holding her tightly.

“I could feel his injuries,” she said against my shoulder. “I don’t know what they did to him, exactly how he got those wounds, but they’re going to haunt me for the rest of my life.”

I gently rubbed her back. “I know, honey. Me too. He told me about it. And don’t worry, I’ll never tell you what they did.”

“Good,” she said.

As I released Jess, the light dimmed in the room. I turned and saw Sharg standing in the doorway. She saw us and walked inside. The front of her clothes were covered with Jimbo’s blood.

“Is he okay?” Sharg asked, looking worried. “I surprised he still alive, with all that blood. I saw the hole in his stomach.”

“He’s gonna be okay,” I said. “And he’s one of us, now. He was ready to give his life to save that baby from the Druids and to bring her here safely. He’s only alive because you brought him here, Sharg, and because Jess and Jenna healed him. I think he’s earned the right to stay here.”

Sharg nodded. I looked over and Jess and Jenna both seemed to agree.

“Our population grew by three today,” I said, almost absentmindedly. “We need to work on that wall and clean out more of the houses.”

“I can help with the wall,” Sharg said, looking down at her hands. “I feel…. I need to work. I don’t like standing around.” She picked at her clothes. “Maybe a new shirt, too.”

“Hold on,” I said, standing up.

I carefully entered Jacob’s room and rummaged through the closet. I found a few t-shirts, one of them being a men’s extra-large. Interestingly enough, it was one of those participation shirts for running a 5K. Well, hopefully it would work.

I brought it out and handed it to Sharg. She immediately pulled her bloody shirt off and tossed it outside, not at all ashamed of her partial nudity. I just tried not to ogle her too much. She pulled the fresh t-shirt over her head and tried to push her arms through the sleeves, grumbling about the fit. I pulled my knife out and carefully sliced off the sleeves so her arms would fit through there. Her gigantic boobs stretched the front of the shirt out quite a bit as well.

“Thank you,” she said, looking down at the shirt. She touched the open arm holes and smiled faintly.

“Alright, that should work for now. Come on,” I said, taking her by the hand. We could replace her skirt some other time.

She smiled as we walked hand-in-hand through the door and onto the yard. I pointed to the watchtower and explained what we were building there, then to the garden next to it. After a moment, I walked her to the beginnings of our stone wall and explained my plan.

“Not a perfect plan,” I said. “Maybe it’s not even a good one, but it’s all I can think of. Anything that makes us a little safer is something I’ll work toward.”

Sharg nodded. “I’ll help. Just stack the rocks?”

“Actually, we need to mix more of the clay for mortar,” I said. “But yeah, we have this pile of rocks still here. If you want to spread it out, all the way down the line, that would be a huge help.”

Sharg nodded. “I’m glad to help you. Us.” She looked around and smiled at the houses. “My new home. Which one is ours?”

I pointed to my house, with the Porsche parked out front. “That’s ours. We all live there, me, Shayla, Jess, Iris, and I suppose now you.”

Sharg chuckled. “Hope you have a big bed.”
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I left Sharg there as she began moving the stones around. She carried them as if they were made from styrofoam. Her strength never ceased to amaze me. She knew to come find me when she was done, so I decided to focus on other things.

My mind kept going back to what had happened to Jacob and Jimbo, and I felt a chill again. The Druid problem wasn’t going away. Not until we finished it. I felt my jaw clench as I walked back to the watchtower.

War. War was coming. There was no other word for it.

Stan had just left Jacob’s house when he saw me. He raised a hand and approached.

“Did you get to talk to them?” he asked.

I nodded. “Yeah, a bit. Learned quite a lot, too.”

“Like what?”

I sighed. “God damn, I don’t even know where to start. Look, I’ll just say this: I’ll puke if I tell you what they did to Jimbo. But he was willing to give his life to bring that baby here. He’s earned the right to stay and be one of us. Jacob believes he’s a changed man as well. I suppose that’s my first real decision as mayor; that Jimbo can stay.”

Stan nodded slowly. “Wasn’t expecting that, but I get it. You talked to him about it?”

“Jimbo would die before going back to the Druids,” I said. “That being said, it’s going to take a long time for his mind to heal, so we’ll have to be gentle with him. Okay, moving on.” I took a deep breath and let it out. “Fuck, I can’t think of any other way to say it, so I’ll just lay it on you. The Druids are coming.”

“Again?” Stan asked in a flat voice. “Fucking hell, I hate those assholes.”

“Yeah, same,” I replied. “We don’t know when, though. Their leader told Jacob and Jimbo that the Druids are coming for us when we least expect it, and they’re going to do to every one of us what they did to Jimbo.”

Stan put his hands on his hips and frowned as he looked around the settlement. His jaw clenched. “Those bastards,” he grumbled. “I just wanted a peaceful life, and I thought I had it here.”

“I guess that’s the price we pay for settling near them,” I said.

Avoiding it was no good, so I decided to just attack what was probably on both of our minds at that moment. At least I said it without sighing first.

“So, do we build up our defenses, or take the fight to them?”

Stan continued frowning as he looked around, then eventually transferred that frown to me. “I don’t like it,” he said quietly. “I don’t like this entire damn situation, but you know what? I’ve been fighting against the Druids and people like them my entire life. Lost family members to them, friends, too.” He crossed his thick arms and glanced over at the beginnings of our stone wall. “I say we find a way to attack them. Catch them off guard and blow shit up. Kenny will love that.”

“If they want war, they’ve got it,” I said.

“Exactly,” Stan agreed, though both of us sounded regretful.

“I really hope we can have peace after that,” I said.

The sound of a car approaching made me turn. Mike was driving up in the armored Prius, with someone dark in the passenger seat. With the bright sun overhead, that’s all I could tell; that the person was dark-skinned. The car seemed to be leaning to one side as well, so I reminded myself to tell Mike to check the tires.

“Well, at least we’ve got Sam, now,” Stan said. He walked over to the car and I followed him.

“And that’s a good thing, right?” I asked.

He gave me an unreadable glance over his shoulder. “Yeah. You’ll see. Just try to remember that he’s a nice guy. Super nice, actually.”

I was trying to figure out exactly what he meant when Mike hopped out of the car, all smiles as usual.

“Hey guys,” he said, offering us a wave. “I brought Sam with me. After telling him about this place he really wanted to come here for some peace and quiet.”

I tried not to grumble at that. Peace and quiet would have to wait a bit, it seemed.

The passenger door opened and the entire car shifted as Sam climbed out. He had to duck beneath the door frame since he was so big. And let me tell you, this guy was big. While not as ridiculously heavily muscled as Sharg, he was probably six foot seven or six foot eight, with heavy shoulders and a large stomach.

What I found most interesting was that he was a Beastkin. Part cat, just like Shayla, although with him the cat features were much more pronounced, making him look more animalistic. His skin was dark, like an African American human, and his cat fur was solid black, peppered with gray around his head and neck. His clothes were black as well. His face was still mostly human, but short catlike hair covered his head and continued down the back of his neck. I caught glimpses of similar fur on the backs of his massive hands and peeking out the neck of his shirt.

I’d seen wrestlers and sometimes boxers with cauliflower ear before; all the constant bashing in the head sometimes did that. But I had never seen the cat equivalent. Sam’s left ear was a bit on the lumpy side and sagged. His eyes were slightly different sizes, and after a moment I realized it was because of scar tissue on his right eye. In fact, half of the guy’s face looked to be scar tissue. Blatant teeth marks dotted the side of his head, and a thick scar ran across his throat, as if someone had tried to cut his throat at some point. I barely suppressed a shiver.

Sam looked at me with shockingly bright green eyes and gave a soft smile. “You Mark?” he asked, taking a step closer. His voice was higher-pitched than I expected, but gravelly. I couldn’t place an age by looking at him, but he sounded old.

“Yeah,” I said, offering him my hand.

Sam’s smile broadened, showing several missing teeth. He reached out and clasped my hand in his enormous mitt and pulled me to him. Not hard, but his strength was shocking. I was nearly pulled off my feet as he yanked me into a bear hug.

“Thank you for this,” Sam said. “I get tired of all the noise and all the people. I just want somewhere quiet to spend my last years. Heard you’re gonna have a school, too.”

“Yeah,” I said, trying not to sound strained. Jesus christ, he was strong. He released me and I tried not to pant as I turned and pointed to the house next to mine. “Stan, Kenny, and Josh live there now, but we’re going to turn it into a school so that when we get kids here, we’ll be ready.”

Sam just continued smiling as he looked at the house. “Can I help?” His tail curved at the tip, the way Shayla’s did when she was happy.

“Sure,” I said. “We need all the help we can get. Uhh, I think Jenna can tell you what’s needed.”

“Thank you,” Sam said.

His eyes focused on something behind me and I turned. Will and Tiffany were walking around, holding the baby and talking to her. I turned back and saw Sam’s tail up, as were his ears.

“‘Scuse me,” he said, walking toward the couple. He didn’t quite walk with a limp; it was somewhere between a confident swagger and a tired stroll.

Tiffany looked a bit hesitant as the giant Beastkin man approached, but he calmly raised a hand and said something to them and both she and Will relaxed. I watched curiously, and a moment later they handed the baby to the giant. Sam held her with gentle hands, smiling from ear to ear, and quietly spoke to her. I couldn’t hear what he said, but Tiffany and Will seemed to approve.

“What an interesting guy,” I said to myself.

“Yeah, man,” Mike said, standing next to me. He watched them as well. “Sam terrifies me, to be honest. There’s an anger in him that’s just below the surface, but I’ve never seen someone so protective of kids. He’s more gentle than most mothers. I recognize that look; he’ll protect that little girl with his life now.”

“Weird,” I said, although that probably wasn’t the right word. “Has he ever hurt anyone?”

“Not really,” Mike said. “I mean, not like, being a dick to anyone. One guy harassed him too much and pushed him, so Sam clocked him in the face. Didn’t realize a guy that size could move that fast. Scary shit, man.”

“What happened to the guy?” I asked.

Mike shook his head, then answered quietly. “A healer struggled to fix him, I’ll just say that. The guy changed his tune and immediately moved to the other side of the settlement.”

“Huh,” I said. “Well, at least he’s on our side.”

“So, what did I miss while I was gone?” Mike asked.

“Jacob and Jimbo came back with the baby,” Stan began.

Mike nodded. “I figured that, seeing her there. So, all went well?”

I sighed and looked at Stan. He pursed his lips and looked away.

“What?” Mike asked.

I decided to answer. “Things went very poorly, Mike. Jacob and Jimbo were hurt very badly, but as you saw they brought the baby to us. But, they also brought news that the Druids are coming.”

“Fuck, man!” Mike said, throwing his hands in the air. “Why won’t they leave us alone?”

“Because we’re close, and because we bloodied their noses,” I said. “Probably because their leader is Jacob’s son, too. I don’t know. But Jimbo told me that they’re coming one day, when we aren’t expecting it.”

Mike shook his head. “That’s fucked, man. So, how are we planning for it?”

I looked over at Stan, then back at Mike. “We’re gonna take the fight to them and finish this, once and for all, so we can live in peace. We’re gonna kill their leader, Oliver, hopefully save some of those kids, and just end that threat once and for all.”

Sharg was walking toward me. Of course it had only taken her a few minutes to move a literal ton of stones. She smiled at me when our eyes met.

“At least our population is growing,” I said, though I didn’t feel overly hopeful. “We have the people to fight, and thanks to you guys and Loch Raven, we have guns. We just need to figure out how we’re going to do this attack, and when.”

In the distance, Sam held the baby girl in the air, then brought her back down and cradled her against his massive chest. After a moment he returned her to Tiffany, who seemed very pleased.

“So, how do you want to plan it?” Stan asked.

I frowned and thought on that for a moment. “First, we’ll wait on Jacob and Jimbo to wake up so we can get a description of the Druid compound. After that, we’ll figure out how to blow the entire fucking place up.”

“Are we attacking the Druids?” Sharg asked as she walked up. She had heard that last bit.

“Yeah,” I said. “We’re being forced into it. I didn’t want things to go that way, but—”

“I’ll help,” Sharg said. “One hundred dead Druids isn’t enough.”

“I just want some damn peace,” I said quietly. “That’s all I want. Peace and safety. It seems every time I’m close to it, the Druids fuck things up.”

“You won’t have either as long as the Druids are alive,” Sharg said firmly. “When are we going? I’m ready.”

Stan laughed. “Easy there, Sharg. We still need to plan things.”

I wanted to punch something. My entire plan for Hope had been to create a peaceful settlement where we could spend the rest of our lives in safety. The Druids had fucked with that dream since day one. I was out of patience.

“I just want some fucking peace,” I grumbled again.

But it seemed that in order to get that, we were going to have to shed a lot of blood.


20



Stan reached out and placed a calming hand on my shoulder. “Take a deep breath, Mark. We’ll have peace, we just have to fight for it. I know you’re not used to things out here yet, but that’s how this world works. Loch Raven was built on an ocean of blood.”

I was irritable and wanted to snap at him. Hope had been a dream come true: a peaceful new settlement founded on a lake. We had a river in our backyard to provide electricity and clean water, we had dozens of upper middle-class homes to clean out and live in. The place was perfect.

Except for the fact that it was located a bit too close to the Druids. There had been no avoiding that, and I foolishly thought three miles would be enough distance to keep them away. One of the reasons I had picked this specific neighborhood was because I was familiar with it. Now that I dwelled on it, I realized that settling on the northern side of the lake would have been a much better idea. Not only for the extra distance, but because there were less roads entering that neighborhood. It was more isolated. Safer.

But regret fixed nothing. My anger was useless unless I channeled it into something productive. Instead of throwing a fit because my post-apocalyptic settlement wasn’t perfect, I needed to put all my effort into fixing things.

“Alright,” I said. “Here’s what we’re going to do.”

Stan and Mike perked up. Sharg stood next to me.

“Once Jacob and Jimbo wake up and are ready to talk, we’re going to have them help us draw a map of the Druid compound. Using that, we’ll mark the location of Oliver as well as the children and mothers. If we’re going to do this, we’re going to do it right and save every kid we can.”

“Sam would approve,” Mike said. “Hell, you tell him that and he’ll do the whole mission himself.”

I continued. “Once we decide who is coming with us, we’ll have everyone memorize the layout of the compound. Josh can weld a muffler on his damn truck and we’ll all head down there at night. Whatever body armor we scavenged from the Druids that attacked us will go to those conducting the assault. We’ll have some snipers post up somewhere where they can watch over us.”

“Man, you’re serious about this, aren’t you?” Mike asked.

“Yes,” I said firmly. “I’m fucking tired of them constantly ruining my dream here. We’ll never know peace until every Druid is dead.” Sharg nodded at that one. “They have the numbers, but with proper planning and execution, we can slip in there, assassinate Oliver, save the women and children, and blow the rest of the place to shit on our way out.”

“I’m in,” Sharg said.

“I guess it goes without saying, but us too,” Stan said. “And I know Kenny will help.”

“Can you call your guys and get us some explosives?” I asked him.

Stan frowned for a moment, then nodded. “I can have Kenny do that. If need be, Jess can throw her name around. How much you need?”

“Enough to level a few buildings,” I said. “And a way to detonate them remotely. I’ll take what I can get.”

Stan nodded slowly. “Not the easiest order, but if we put in that we’re eliminating the Druids, that’ll help. Yeah, I’ll talk to Jess and have her request the stuff. We should be able to do that.”

As if summoned by speaking of her, Jess left our house at that moment and began walking toward us. Shayla and Iris followed. They all chatted happily, so I immediately felt a pang of guilt, knowing I was going to ruin whatever joy they had.

Sharg also noticed them approaching and grunted.

“How are things going between you and them?” I asked her.

“Good,” she replied, still watching them. “They’re all so nice. I am determined to make Iris like me. She good person. I understand her anger.”

Sure enough, as they approached Iris moved onto Jess’s other side, so that she was further from Sharg. When they arrived at our little group, Iris made a point not to look in Sharg’s direction.

Well, Sharg was having none of that. She circled around behind the women, then placed her hand on Iris’s shoulder. The tiny woman looked up at her, surprised, but Sharg merely smiled.

“I will keep you safe,” Sharg said gently. “I will help you.”

“Not sure if you realized this, but I don’t need to be kept safe in our own settlement,” Iris snapped. “It’s not like someone is attacking us.”

Yeah, everyone was silent after that one. I decided to be the one to ruin things.

“Actually, the Druids are planning on attacking us again,” I said. “We don’t know when, but we can’t just sit here while they try to kill us time and time again.”

Jess frowned. “Are you saying we’re going to do something about them?” she asked.

I nodded. “I don’t think we have any other choice. We’re going to sneak in there at night, kill Oliver and everyone else we can, save the children, and blow the place up.”

Jess barked a laugh. “Just like that?”

“You see?” Sharg said to Iris. “I keep you safe.” She placed a massive hand on Iris’s slender shoulder.

Iris looked up at Sharg, worry creasing her brow. After a moment she patted Sharg’s hand. “Thanks,” she said quietly.

“We sister-wifes,” Sharg replied. “We not rely on men. We keep each other safe. We strongest when we together.”

That seemed to comfort Iris a bit. She patted Sharg’s hand again, then turned back to me. “When are you planning all this?”

“Soon,” I said. “As soon as we can. As soon as we’re ready. I’m tired of them constantly messing with our future. Oliver said he’ll attack us when we least expect it. I say we do the same to him.”

That got several approving nods out of the crowd, although everyone was rightfully concerned.

“We’ll need a healer with us,” I said to Jess.

“Ah, fuck me,” she said, throwing up her hands.

“I can do that later, but right now I’m talking about needing a healer,” I replied, grinning at her. She stuck her tongue out at me.

“I’ve trusted you this far and you’ve always done right,” Shayla said. “I’m in.”

“I don’t want to risk any of you, but I need snipers,” I said. “Honestly, Tiffany might be a good option for that, but I don’t want to pull her away from that baby. They stay here, those of us physically capable of fighting plan the mission. Shayla, I’ll have you watch over me with one of Jacob’s hunting rifles.”

“That sounds fair,” Shayla said. “As long as I get a part in it, I’m happy.”

Stan stepped forward. “Also Jess, we need you to call home and get some explosives. The more, the merrier.”

“Home? But this is my home,” she said.

Stan chuckled. “Good call. Sometimes I forget.”

“What are you blowing up?” Jess asked. “What should I ask for?”

Stan looked at me and I shrugged. “Kenny can help with that,” Stan said.

“We should have a meeting,” I said as my thoughts finally began to sort themselves. “Let’s gather everyone up and meet at the watchtower in five minutes. This is important; everyone should know what’s going on.”

“Roger,” Stan said. He immediately turned and walked toward Jacob’s house. Mike followed him.

My girlfriends stood there, watching me with concerned expressions. Well, except for Sharg. Not much seemed to bother her, really.

“We have to do this,” I explained. “Or we’ll never know peace.”

Shayla reached out and took my hand in hers. “We know. But we’ll still worry about you.”

“Not me,” Sharg said. “Mark is a strong warrior. He killed the previous leader of the Lakpal. He the only human to come to our lands and leave with his life. Respected among my people.”

“The Druids are psychotic,” Jess began. “They’re unpredictable, which is what makes them so dangerous. They’re like pure chaos, and ready to throw their lives away for that stupid leader of theirs. Uhh, Oliver.”

“He keeps them on a short leash,” I said with a nod. “We’re going to remove the head of this monster and watch it crumble.”

“And then blow it up,” Jess added.

“God damn right,” I replied. “Once we kill Oliver and get the women and children out of there, I don’t plan on leaving anything alive.”

“Yeah!” Shayla said, raising a fist in the air. “Those grasshoppers had better watch out. All the ants, too. We’re taking no prisoners and giving no quarter. Nothing will survive.”

Jess laughed at her.

“Do you think your plan will work?” Iris asked. “From everything you’ve told me about the Druids, they outnumber us ten-to-one and are as violent and terrible as humans can be.”

I nodded. “I have a plan. We’ll go over it when everyone meets up. Come on, let’s go.”

I waved for them to follow me as I walked over to the watchtower. People were leaving Jacob’s house and forming into a loose group near the building. I waited until most everyone was there—Ellie watched from the doorway—and finally began.

“I’m sure word is beginning to spread, so I just wanted to keep everyone aware of what’s going on,” I said. “We all know that Jacob and Jimbo came back and brought the baby. I’m sure we’ve all seen just how injured they were as well. Now, I want to be clear about one thing: Jimbo was willing to give his life to bring that baby safely here, to keep it safe from the Druids. I feel he’s shown that he’s a changed man, and has earned the right to stay here. To be one of us, and to learn to be a better person. Jacob agrees, for the just record.”

There were a few grunts and grumbles, but mostly silent nods of acceptance and agreement. I continued.

“But they also brought bad news. Oliver—the leader of the Druids, and Jacob’s son—tortured Jimbo for an entire day, then let him go. And he sent with him a message: that he was coming for us, and they were going to do to every one of us—man, woman, and child—what they did to Jimbo. Oliver said he’ll come when we least expect it.”

That brought a round of curses from the crowd, which I fully understood.

“What the fuck, man?” Arnold said. The usually quiet man was clearly incensed by this. “We just can’t escape those bastards.”

Seated next to him, Jenna frowned her agreement. “Seems they won’t stop until we’re all dead.”

“What are we doing?” Alex asked. He sat next to Richard, who also looked eager. “How are we gonna stay safe from them? Are we moving further away?”

“Oh, we can’t move,” Jenna said. “I love it here. I just started my new life.”

“Hold on,” I said, raising a hand. “No one is moving here, except for the Druids. And they’re moving from the realm of the living to the realm of the dead.”

“Wow, nice one,” Shayla said sarcastically. “I’m gonna write that down in my big book of witty sayings so I can remember it for later.”

“Hey, I’m trying,” I said.

She reached out and slapped me on the ass.

“We’re going to put together a team of fighters and attack the Druids on their home turf,” I said, continuing. “And we’re bringing all of our biggest guns with us, including explosives. Once we save the women and children there, I plan on leveling their entire compound.”

“About god damn time,” Kenny said. “You can count me in, boss.”

“And us,” Alex said, clapping Arnold on the shoulder, who nodded. Richard nodded as well.

Although she was holding the baby, Tiffany took a step forward. “I’m in.”

“I don’t want to risk you,” I said. “You have that baby to look after.”

“Don’t you dare take away my chance at revenge,” she snapped. “Don’t you fucking dare, Mark!”

I held up both hands. “Easy, Tiffany. I just don’t want to lose you; you have so much to live for, now. If you really want to go, I won’t stop you. We need more snipers, anyway.”

Using her as a sniper would keep her out of the fighting and give her a better chance at surviving. That baby had just gotten a chance at life, and I didn’t want to leave her without parents again.

Tiffany nodded. “Good. I’ll do it.”

“And me,” Will said, standing behind her. He placed his hands on Tiffany’s shoulders and looked down at her. She looked proudly up at her husband.

I sighed, but in the end they were right. If anyone deserved a chance at revenge, it was them.

“I just want you guys to be careful,” I said. “You have the baby to think about.”

Will nodded. “Then I can help save the rest of the children there.”

“I can load you up with guns and you can make sure our snipers stay safe,” I said. “We need the snipers to keep us alive, so we have to be sure no Druids are creeping around in the woods, looking for them.”

“And me,” Sam said from right next to me. I nearly jumped out of my skin; I hadn’t seen him approach. “I know I said I came here for peace, but if you’re killing Druids and saving kids, count me in.”

I looked up at him. “We’ll be glad to have you, Sam.”

“Thanks,” he said, clapping me on the shoulder. I stumbled from the force of his hand.

My heart felt heavy as I looked around at the settlers. At my friends. At the people that looked up to me as their leader. There was a good chance some of them would die. And while eliminating the Druids and securing our future was a noble cause, I didn’t want to lose a single person. We had already lost Matt, and that felt like too much.

“Alright, listen up,” I said. “Here’s my plan so far.”
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Once everyone took a step closer, I began telling them my plan. I’m the kind of guy that thinks best when I talk my way through things, so voicing my plan helped me work things out.

“Okay, so the first thing we’re going to do is wait for Jimbo and Jacob to recover. We can’t do this without their help. Once they’re able, they’re going to help us draw a map of the Druid compound. I’ll task everyone that’s coming with memorizing it, so we’ll know exactly where we’re going. We’ll get descriptions of the buildings as well, so we’ll know what it’ll take to destroy them.”

“Wow, you were serious about blowing things up, weren’t you?” Shayla asked.

“Oh yeah,” I replied. “I’m not half-assing this.”

“That’s the spirit,” Shayla said. “Always put your whole ass into things.”

I chuckled, then continued. “Jess and Kenny are going to check with Loch Raven about securing us some explosives and anything else that’ll help. Armor, ammunition, whatever. I’ll take what I can get. I also need someone to sort through what we pulled off the Druids that attacked us a while ago. I know there wasn’t much that was usable, but our assault team needs to be protected as much as possible. Plus, I want everyone armed to the teeth.”

Kenny nodded. “We’ll get right on it.”

“We’ll go under the cover of night,” I said. “Our snipers will position themselves somewhere where they can watch over us while we enter the Druid compound. We’ll have two missions: to kill Oliver, and to save the women and children.”

“How many are there?” Jenna asked.

I shook my head. “I have no idea, to be honest. From the things I’ve heard, I’m not expecting many. But I don’t really know. We’ll have to wait until Jimbo and Jacob wake up to figure that one out.”

“I can get the kids,” Sam said. “I’ll do whatever it takes to save them.”

I nodded at him. “Perfect. We should probably split into two teams. One will go after Oliver, and the second will save the kids and the mothers. Now, we have to be realistic about this: some of those women might be so brainwashed that we can’t save them. We’ll do what we can and save whoever we can, though.”

“Okay, so what do I do if one of the moms attacks me?” Mike asked. “Like, do I off her?”

I shrugged. “Defend yourself. If they don’t want to come with us, that’s fine. Tell them we’re going to blow the place up so they should leave.” I thought on that one for a moment. “We should avoid blowing up their building, though. I don’t want to risk harming any innocents, and I have a feeling the only innocent people are going to be the women and children.”

“So, what about us?” Shayla asked.

“Yes,” I said, snapping my fingers. “You and Tiffany can be my snipers. Now, I don’t want any heroics here. Everyone should be focused on accomplishing the mission and nothing else. I’ll lead the team that goes after Oliver. My goal will be to get him in front of a window. You two will put some bullets in him.”

Tiffany straightened up at that. “Are you telling me you’re going to give me the opportunity to kill their leader?”

I nodded. “If things go well, yeah.”

She smiled, but her eyes were hard as gemstones. “Thank you.”

“Do you know anything about the building where the women and children are?” Sam asked.

I shook my head. “I don’t know a thing. We’re waiting on Jimbo and Jacob for any information on that. Mostly Jimbo, since he lived there for who knows how long.”

Sam nodded. Sharg moved up and stood next to the giant Beastkin.

“I’ll go with him,” she said. “Children should be saved. We’ll do it.” He looked over at her and they both nodded at each other.

“What about the others?” Stan asked. “Do you know if they have a barracks building or anything?”

I frowned. “Nah, I don’t know that. Unfortunately, I can’t iron out my plan until we get more information. But, assuming they have one, we’re going to burn it down. I don’t want to leave any part of the Druids alive, with the exception of things like crops and farms.”

“Hold on,” Mike said, scratching his head. “I thought they got all their stuff from killing and stealing. You’re saying they have farms?”

“According to Jimbo, yeah,” I replied. “I mean, they have some of the best land in the area. A bit of elevation, a huge lake surrounded by trees. Jimbo said they keep cattle and chickens and have some farms as well.”

That caught everyone a bit off-guard. No one expected the Druids to have any form of civilization. Their reputation was that of a gang of psychopaths that were little better than the Green Men.

“We should take all the food we can,” Stan said. “I suppose that should go without saying, but I wanted to point it out anyway. Once this is done, we bring the cattle and chickens and everything else here.”

“I can help with the plants,” Iris said, speaking up for the first time.

“Yeah, I think you’ll be the key factor in transferring any crops,” I said. “If we can dig some of theirs up and transfer them here without having to grow from seeds, that’ll give us a big head start.”

Iris nodded, but everyone was silent for a moment after that. Finally, Mike raised his hand and spoke up.

“So, uhhh… How are we gonna do this? Don’t they have a lot more people than us?”

“Yes, they do,” I said. “Which is why we’re attacking at night, when they’re asleep. We’re going to get guns and armor from Loch Raven so that one of us is worth ten Druids. And the two attack teams will move in as silently as possible, even using knives if need be.”

“Now we’re talking,” Shayla said. “Nothing like a good knife fight. I’m just glad you guys are doing that and not me. Ha!” A few people looked at her and she shrugged. “What? Can’t fault a girl for not wanting to be in a knife fight.”

“I’ll do it,” Sharg said. “I don’t need gun. They’re too loud. I’ll just use my hands.”

Next to her, Sam held up a massive hand and flexed his fingers. His fingernails lengthened, just like the retractable claws on a cat. Sharg saw that and nodded appreciatively.

“You two will definitely be a big part of this,” I said. “And if Jacob is feeling up to it, him as well. The longer we can go without firing a round, the better our chances at success.”

“I suppose I should volunteer, for obvious reasons,” Kenny said.

“And those reasons?” I asked after a moment.

It was Stan that answered. “Some raiders tried us once when we were out on patrol. I saw Kenny sneak up on a guy, grab him with two arms, then saw his head halfway off with his third.”

Kenny just winked.

“Jesus christ,” I said. “Yeah, you guys are in. Although I want to make sure whoever stays here is able to defend themselves, just in case.”

“You’re really preparing for the worst, aren’t you?” Jess asked.

I nodded. “Absolutely. The way I see it, it’s our only option. I don’t think Oliver expects us to attack him. He probably thinks we’re sitting here, terrified and planning on how we’re going to defend ourselves.”

“When do you plan on attacking?” Jess asked.

I frowned at her question. “I wish it could be tomorrow, but the reality is that we need to prepare. We don’t have enough right now to do it. Oh sure, with some good planning we could really mess them up, but I’m not confident yet. We need armor, weapons, explosives, and intelligence. Maybe even a recon mission if someone is feeling especially brave.”

No one spoke after that. The very thought of sneaking into their territory was rather horrifying, so I didn’t blame them.

“I can do that,” Sam said.

“Are you sure?” I asked him.

He gave me a surprisingly gentle smile. “I’m not frightened of them.” He said it not as a brag, just a simple statement of fact.

“Okay,” I said. “That would help quite a bit, actually. Once we get some information from Jacob and Jimbo, we can plan a recon mission. I’ll go with you, since I’m the one trying to plan this whole thing.”

“Are you any good at sneaking around?” Sam asked.

“Yeah,” I lied.

Sam nodded. “We’ll need to paint your face and get you some black clothes. I can help you with staying silent.”

“So, we’ve got a plan,” I said. “Or at least, the beginnings of a plan. Tomorrow, we’ll all know more, and I’ll make sure I keep everyone informed.”

No one looked particularly confident. I couldn’t blame them; I had just informed everyone that we were going to be attacking a superior force of psychopaths. Most of the people around me just wanted a peaceful life. That included me.

“So, what’s next?” Stan asked.

“Preparations,” I said. “Basic things. Everyone here needs to be familiar with guns; rifles, pistols, and shotguns. If you’re not, it’s time to learn. We should have enough ammo for everyone to test fire a few rounds somewhere safe. Jenna and Jess can heal your eardrums after.”

“We can help with that,” Kenny said, slapping Stan on his brawny shoulder.

“We also need some work clearing more of this forest around us,” I continued. “Right now there are still too many places where someone could sneak right up to a house without being seen. I want everything cut back as far as possible so we can get the stone wall built. Even if it’s only waist high, that’s enough to slow someone. Plus, it’s enough to hide behind and rest a rifle on.”

“I can get back to work on that,” Sharg said. She looked around at the small crowd of people. “I need to stay busy. Useful.”

Josh stood up and walked over to her. “I’ll grab my truck. You can come with me and help load up some stones.”

Stan and Mike stood as well. “We’ll get the Prius. More hands means less work.”

“I suppose I should get some practice with a rifle,” Jenna said. “Not something I want to do, but I know it has to be done.”

“I can show you,” Tiffany said. Still holding the baby, she walked up to Jenna and the two began talking.

“Have you thought of a name yet?” I asked Will?

He shook his head. “No, not yet. We’re in no rush. We want the name to be something special. Something with meaning.”

“Good, good,” I said.

“Can you start teaching me to read tonight?” Sharg asked Iris.

Iris blinked. “Um. Sure, I guess. Yeah, we can do that.”

Sharg smiled at her and squeezed her shoulder, then walked over to Josh’s truck. In fact, everyone seemed to be moving. Talks of our attack had lit a fire beneath everyone, so people moved with a purpose.

“Alright, it’s time for everyone to help,” I said, raising my voice so everyone could hear me. “If you don’t know what you should be doing, come ask me and I’ll set you straight.”

Shayla walked up to me. “But what if I don’t want to be straight? I think I wanna be a little gay. I mean, have you seen my wives?”

I laughed and pulled her into a tight hug. Shayla’s jokes always made things better.

“Seriously though, what should we be doing?” Shayla asked. “Keep in mind, we’re all in sundresses.”

“Probably change into pants and get to work clearing the area,” I told her. “Maybe work with Iris on our gardens and think of some basic food we can bring with us, in case our attack takes a while. Probably something like jerky and hardtack. Maybe a small bottle of water for everyone if you can find enough.”

“Oh, finally a use for Iris’s jugs,” Shayla said.

As if summoned by her name, Iris walked up to us. “What do you want me to do?” she asked, looking uncertain. “I don’t think I’m going to be much good in this fight.”

“There are many ways to fight,” I told her. “Not everyone has to pull heads off, like Sharg. Shayla will be a sniper, for example. She’ll shoot people from several hundred yards away, where she’s effective but safe. And I was just telling her that you gals can work on food. Keeping everyone fed is an important part of the fight.”

Iris smiled. “Yeah, I can do that. I’m definitely more useful in a garden than on a battlefield.”

We stood there for a moment, everyone silent. Jess gave me a concerned look.

“We’re all scared,” I said quietly. “No shame in that. That’s why I want to prepare as much as possible over the next few days. Jess, I’ll want to go back to Loch Raven with you soon, both to meet your father—finally—and to get some weapons and armor.”

She nodded slowly. “If you tell my father that we’re planning on wiping out the Druids, he’s certain to help. To be honest, I think it’ll help you to win him over, also. He’s not always the easiest man to please.”

“Good thing Mark here is really good at pleasing men,” Shayla said with a grin.

I blinked. “Wait, what?”

Shayla just laughed.
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The crowd began to disperse after that, as everyone went to start doing what they could to help our war effort. My girlfriends—three of them, at least—held hands and walked off toward our house to change clothes. The folks from Haven began gathering up lawn tools so they could work on thinning out the ridiculous overgrowth in this area.

As for me, I just stood there for a moment, watching. I was the mayor, and had to oversee things. I almost joined the folks working on clearing all the grass and weeds, but decided against it. I had to look at things from a different angle; the big picture instead of individual tasks.

Clearing all that undergrowth would keep us safer. On a side note, it would also reduce things like ticks and other nasty bugs, so it served a dual purpose. Even a short wall would benefit us, as would two watchtowers. And while I knew we probably didn’t have time to do that, I still wanted to work toward that goal.

With Iris’s help, our garden was thriving. The second one would probably be in great shape within a week, as long as I could get someone started on it.

I made a mental note to go through Jacob’s store of firearms and bring them to the storage room. Our snipers needed to practice a few long-range shots.

My mind once again crept back toward water. We still had to manually retrieve water from the lake. Well, I had promised Jess a hot bath, so I needed to get started on that somehow. Although it suddenly dawned on me that even if I ran a copper pipe from the lake to the center of Hope, it would freeze and split once winter came. No wonder they buried those things.

Okay, so running water would probably have to wait. But, drainage was equally important. A bit of manual labor would clear my mind, so I started walking toward my house to grab a shovel.

As I passed by the Porsche, I glanced inside. The CB radio caught my eye and I stopped. Communication. As mayor, digging a drainage field wasn’t my top priority; anyone could do that. I needed to look out for the entire settlement, and sometimes that meant talking with our friends at Loch Raven.

I opened the door and hopped in, then turned on the radio. After pressing the button for the second channel, I keyed the mic.

“Hey, anyone there? This is Mark from Hope, down south.”

I waited a moment, then repeated my message. Finally, someone answered. It was Leon.

“Hey, Mark, good to hear from you,” he said. “What can we do for you?”

“Big things,” I said. “I’m just gonna jump right into it. The Druids have promised to attack us again, so we’re going to take the fight right to them and wipe them out.”

“About damn time someone did that,” Leon said.

“I’m gonna drive up there in the next couple days with Jess to talk to the mayor about a few related things,” I said. “We’ve got some weapons and I think some basic armor, but if you guys could help us in any way we’d appreciate it. We’d repay the favor as soon as we could.”

“Honestly, if you got rid of the Druids I think we’d be in your debt no matter how much we loaned you,” he said. “Yeah, I can tell Chris to expect you. Do you know when you’ll be coming?”

“Tomorrow or the next day,” I told him. “Sorry, I can’t be more specific than that. We’ve got a lot going on here, trying to plan this. I need to make sure everyone is cared for and things are getting done on schedule.”

“How’s our boys doing down there?” Leon asked.

“Oh, just great,” I said. “Although I must apologize, I’m pretty sure I stole them from you guys. They don’t have any plans on going back. Now they’re Hope—uh, Hopians? Hopites?”

“You could just say citizens of Hope,” Leon said dryly.

“Yeah but where’s the fun in that? But seriously though, I want to thank you. You guys have been incredibly helpful to us. We wouldn’t have made it without everything you’ve done.”

“You’re quite welcome,” Leon said. “I’m sure we’ll ask for help at some point in the future. But one thing Chris has drilled into our heads is that helping new settlements like yours is a top priority. There’s a lot of bad folks out there, Mark. If we can build up Hope and other settlements so that the good outnumber the bad, that’s all that really matters.”

I nodded. “Good point. Maybe one day we’ll be in a position to help a new settlement out.”

“Maybe you can start one down on the Druid’s turf after killing them all,” he said.

I paused at that. It was a damn good idea, but my heart was here, in Hope. “Yeah, I’ll keep that in mind,” I said. “It’s good land. Maybe if those dipshits from Haven ever get their act together and get a radio, we can bring some of them up and start a new place there on the remains of the Druids.”

“Now you’re talking,” Leon said. “Good location, too. All that water, and close to both Hope and Loch Raven. With three safe settlements like that all close to each other, we could spread out a bit and maybe attract more people. Hell, maybe in ten years we’d have some semblance of a city!”

“Big thoughts,” I said. “That’s good though; I like how you’re thinking. It’s good to have goals, and hope for the future.”

“Sometimes hope is what keeps us going,” Leon said.

I smiled. “That’s one of the reasons I named this place that.”

“Alright, well you just let us know when you’re going to be here and we’ll be ready for you. And I know Chris will be glad to see his daughter. He’s been rather grouchy lately since she’s been gone for so long.”

“I’ll make sure she radios in later today to talk to him.”

“Yeah, Chris would like that,” Leon said. “Alright, Mark, Out.”

I hung up the mic and exited the car. It felt good to accomplish important things.

At that moment, my girlfriends walked out the front door. They had all changed to simple work clothes; jeans and sweatpants and oversized t-shirts. Jess had a pair of work gloves tucked into her waistband.

“You staying busy over there?” Shayla asked as she walked up to me and kissed me.

“Yeah,” I replied. “Just talked to Leon up at Loch Raven.”

“Oh boy,” Jess said. “Anything of note?”

I shrugged. “I just told him generally what’s going on and what we plan on doing. We’ll need some help. I also told him you and I will be heading up there within the next couple days.”

Jess nodded. “Yeah, I’ve been meaning to go visit for a week now, but things keep coming up.”

“I also told him you’d call later today to talk to your father,” I said.

Jess frowned, but finally nodded slightly. “You should have asked me first, Mark. But, you’re right. I miss my dad and I should talk to him soon.”

“Tonight,” I said.

She rolled her eyes. “Jesus, are you trying to be my dad now?”

“Nope,” I said with a grin. “Just your daddy.”

Shayla laughed at that one.

“Alright, are you ladies going to work on the new garden?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Shayla said. “We’re going to finish digging all the grass out, then plant what seeds we have.”

“And we’ll leave half of it open for whatever we’re able to get from the Druids’ compound,” Jess added.

“Perfect,” I said. “Hey Iris, I know you can make stuff grow. Can you kill plans as well? Like weeds?”

“Sure,” she said. “I can do both. Why do you ask?”

I looked over to where our new garden would be. “You’ll probably need to do some of that over there. Kill off the weeds and grass so just the garden can grow.”

Iris smiled at me. “I’ve done this before, Mark.”

“Sorry,” I said. “I just want everything to be perfect. Also Shayla, once you ladies are done I want you to practice a few long-range shots with Tiffany. Probably three hundred yards or more.”

She nodded. “Sounds like a blast.”

“Anything for me?” Jess asked, placing her hands on her hips.

“Yeah,” I said. “I have a lot for you to do, actually.”

She raised a slender eyebrow. “Is that so, mister mayor? And what would you have me do?”

“Keep my mind off of what’s going on by fucking my absolute brains out tonight,” I said. I had initially meant it as kind of a joke, but once I started saying it, I couldn’t stop.

Jess’s eyes widened at that.

Iris piped up. “Oh, I can help!” She reached over and grabbed Shayla’s tail. “And Shayla!”

“Yeow!” Shayla said, snatching her tail back. “Watch it, missy.”

Iris winked at her.

“I love you three so much,” I said. Shayla was nearest, so I pulled her into a hug. Jess and Iris joined in a moment later.

“Are we going to be okay?” Iris asked quietly.

“Yeah,” I told her. “Everything is going to be fine. This won’t be easy, but we’re going to come out on top.”

“I thought you preferred me on top,” Jess said.

“Oh, that’s a given,” I said. I reached around and grabbed her ass, then squeezed it. “But we’re all going to make it through this just fine.”

“We’ll have to find some better clothes for you to wear when you meet my dad,” Jess said.

I looked down at my sweatshirt and faded jeans. Yeah, she was right.

“I’ll see if anyone has an old suit in their closet,” I said.

“Make sure to wear your gun,” Jess said. “If my dad catches even a whiff of weakness, he’ll eat you alive. The one good thing about you going after the Druids is my dad is certain to love you for it.”

“I mean, that’s the whole reason I’m doing it,” I said. Shayla laughed, and Iris joined in.

Jess went up onto her toes and brushed a kiss against my lips. “Alright, we’re going to get to work. Love you.”

“I love you too,” I said to her. I hugged each of the women, then let them go. They grabbed some tools from the garage, then left.

Of course as they walked away, I watched them. Iris wore a pair of sweatpants with a small hole cut in the back, which meant Shayla had worn them at some point. The three beauties walked across the broken pavement over to where the new garden was set to be and got right to work.

As for me, I just sighed. I was a wedding photographer trying to fix up my old house, and nothing more. Just a guy that wanted a simple life and some peace.

And yet, now I was getting ready to lead an attack on a gang of psychos. Life was strange sometimes. I seemed to feel that way more often than not these days.
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War. It’s a hell of a thing.

Granted, it’s not really the right word to apply to what we were planning on doing, but come on. This wasn’t the best time for semantics.

War was a good way to motivate people, that much was true. Sharg helped the guys bring in a ton of stones. Sam joined in on their second, third, and fourth trips. Between him and my giant girlfriend, they brought in enough to make a real difference. It made me wish we could have a dump truck to load up with stones. We’d get a waist-high wall done in no time.

The rest of my girlfriends worked on the garden, digging out the old grass and weeds and root tangles. Iris worked her magic, sucking the life out of whatever remained, then helped plant new seeds.

Kenny finished the last of the wiring on the watchtower and tested the LED spotlight. I had to look away, as the damn thing was bright enough to be uncomfortable, even during broad daylight. Well, that was perfect. After that, he helped me drag that log the rest of the way over so we could start on the windmill. We still needed to get an alternator, though, so we weren’t able to do much. But at least we got it started.

“Had we been thinking, we could have mounted this windmill on top of the watchtower,” I said, looking up at the tower.

“Yeah, you’re probably right,” Kenny said. “Lesson learned, I suppose. We’ll do it for the next one.”

“Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask you,” I began. “We need to figure out our water system, and soon. Both for security and for the more obvious reasons. Also, I promised Jess a hot bath and I don’t wanna fall through on that promise.”

Kenny leaned back against the watchtower and chuckled for a moment, then began thinking. “Well, we’ve got several problems there, and none of them are particularly easy to fix. If you pull enough copper pipe out of the other houses, you could run a line from the lake over to here, where we could store it.” He pointed to near the storage room.

“Yeah, I thought of that much,” I said. “And a basic water tower is easy to build, as long as we have a pump, which shouldn’t be too hard. We have electricity for the pump.”

“Right,” Kenny said with a nod. “And I’m pretty sure we can bring a storage tank from Loch Raven, or at least something that would work. So. We pump water from the lake to a big tank here. Maybe build some kind of basic filter out of stainless steel. Sounds easy enough, right?”

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s where my mind is going. We just need a lot of copper pipe.”

Kenny grinned. “Aaaaand then winter comes and everything freezes. Your pipes freeze and split. Now your entire water system is fucked.”

I frowned. “Shit. Yeah, that’s something else I had been thinking of. We’d have to insulate it from start to finish.”

“What’s the best way to insulate pipes?” Kenny asked. “How was it done back in your time?”

“They just buried them underground,” I said.

Kenny gave me finger guns. “Exactly. So, we dig. We run the lines three feet underground, or if we’re lucky we can tap into the existing system. Not easy, but doable.”

I frowned. “So, a copper pipe that starts in the lake or stream, then runs underground and connects here. That sounds like the best solution, but a shit ton of work.”

“It is,” Kenny said. “That’s kind of what we did at Loch Raven. We have that huge reservoir there, so we pull water from it. From deep, so there’s no risk of it freezing. It took many people working for many years to get it done. But, we have water security.”

My frown deepened. “Well, I suppose there’s no sense in doing things the wrong way. If we’re going to build a good settlement, we have to do it right.”

“And right doesn’t always mean easy,” Kenny said. “The good news is you have plenty of help. Plus, your new girlfriend can probably dig the trenches herself in a day. We just need to spend some time collecting copper pipes.”

“Add that to the list,” I grumbled. “So yeah, rainwater collection for now, as well as hauling water from the lake. Purification by boiling. By the time winter comes, we should have something better figured out, but this will work for now.”

“You can also just heat water by your fireplace for now,” Kenny said with a shrug. “But maybe we can get one of these old hot water heaters working one day. Especially if it’s an electric one.”

“Yeah, that’ll have to do,” I replied. “I also have to dig a new drain field so we can actually take baths. That’s gonna be a lot of work, but it needs to be done.”

Kenny looked around and dusted his hands off. “Well, I just finished the last of the electrical work here. What say we get started? That way, everyone can run to your house when they feel like a bath.”

I laughed. “Yeah, sure. Let’s get started.”

Kenny and I grabbed some shovels as well as my machete and walked over to my house. He whistled appreciatively at the Porsche as we passed by it, noting all the fresh dents and dings.

“Looks like the ol’ girl is picking up some battle scars,” he said, pointing at the bullet dents on the passenger door.”

“Yeah, the Druids are worth killing for that alone,” I said. “That damn bear, too. At least the tires have held up.”

Kenny chuckled and shook his head. “I’m still impressed we built that thing.”

“Same,” I said as we walked around the side of the house, where the firewood was stacked. “We really lucked out and found a simple car. Oh, we’ll have to make sure everyone with a fireplace has adequate firewood. Shouldn’t be a problem with all the trees we’re cutting down around here. We’ll have to plant a few seeds to make sure we still have firewood ten years from now.”

“Good thinking,” Kenny said, taking a whack at some nearby branches with my machete.

We got to the backyard, wisely avoiding the skeleton of the woman that had overdosed on sleeping pills. Man, it had been a while since I’d been back here, and had almost forgotten about her.

“Hell of a way to go,” Kenny said, looking down at her bones.

“Yeah,” I agreed, then walked past.

I walked over to where I thought the drainfield would go, grabbed a handful of waist-high weeds, and pulled. It took me only a handful of seconds to remember that I had a swimming pool in the backyard. Over the years, dirt and decaying plant matter had completely filled it in. As I yanked out another handful of weeds, I realized something else.

“I think my backyard is paved,” I said, tearing out some more weeds. Their roots brought a double handful of dirt with them each time, which began to reveal concrete beneath. “Holy shit, yeah. Well, that kinda changes things.”

I kicked around and dragged my heel along one of the holes to confirm it. Yeah, I had a concrete backyard. Well, with the swimming pool there I couldn’t blame them too much. It was certainly low maintenance, and a good place to relax around the water.

“Yeah, we ain’t digging through that,” Kenny said, frowning at the spot I had cleared. “Are you sure this is even the right place to dig?”

He had a good point. “You know what, let me check something,” I said.

I left my shovel there and ran around the side of the house, then went inside. After passing through the living room, I opened the basement door and went downstairs. It didn’t take me long to locate the main sewage pipe, which was actually toward the side of the house. Well, that made things easier, although it also let me know just how deeply I needed to dig.

Armed with that knowledge, I left the basement and passed through the back door. Kenny stood there, laughing at me.

“I was wondering why you ran all the way around the house instead of just using the back door,” he said.

I shrugged. “Eh, my mind is somewhere else. Okay, so digging back here would be a mistake anyways. The sewer line is over on the side.”

“By the firewood?” Kenny asked.

“Nah, the other side,” I said, pointing. “Between my house and yours. Or, between my house and the future school.”

“Yeah, that reminds me, I gotta go clean out a new house so we can start turning that one into the school,” Kenny said. “No rush though. So, are we digging over there?”

“Yeah,” I said. “We’re at least starting it for now. My plan is to get to the sewer line and basically disconnect it from the city sewer, since that system is no longer functional. Instead, we’ll have the pipe go into a drain field filled with rocks and gravel. We should probably put some sort of tank there, now that I think about it.”

Kenny nodded. “Yep.”

I looked over at him. “You’ve done this before, haven’t you?”

He nodded again, this time with a faint smile. “Yep.”

“Well, am I on the right track?”

Another nod. “Yep.”

“Well, that’s good. What can you tell me to help? What’s the next step?”

Kenny reached over and grabbed his shovel from where he had stabbed it into the ground. “Oh, you’re on the right track. This part ain’t too hard. You’ll need some kind of container or tank, like you said, with plenty of holes in it so things can drain. Then you do your leach field. Like I said, it ain’t too hard.”

I grabbed my shovel and pushed past some of the weeds and tall grass until we came to the side of the house. We didn’t have a ton of room between the house and Kenny’s driveway, but it was likely enough.

“So, we dig right here,” I said, pointing at the ground on the side of the house. “Until we get down to the sewer pipe, since we don’t have the stuff to run new lines. And we start from there.”

Kenny nodded. “Yeah. It’ll take a lot of work, but it’s pretty straightforward. And as long as you do it right, it’ll last as long as you will. Especially if you aren’t overflowing the tank on a daily basis.”

“Sounds good,” I said as I looked at the side of the house. I tried to remember exactly where the sewer pipe had been.

Kenny dropped his shovel and grabbed three handfuls of grass and weeds, then pulled them out. “It’ll help to remove all this shit. Your lines will be pretty deep, but you still want to keep any roots from getting into the system. They’ll clog it up and that’s just no fun.”

A small tree was there, maybe fifteen feet high. I thought it might have been a dogwood tree.

“So this tree will have to go then, right?” I asked, pointing at it.

“Yeah,” Kenny said. “We’ll remove all the trees around this to keep it free from roots, then as you said, dig until we get to the lines. We can bring some big plastic drums from Loch Raven and use them as the tanks. Two, to be safe. Cover them with gravel and rocks for drainage.”

I turned and looked in the direction of the lake. “We aren’t contaminating anything, are we?”

Kenny frowned in the same direction and ran his fingers through his hair. “I wouldn’t think so. The water that fills the lake comes from the north. We’re south and east of it. Nah, you’re good. You can shit all you want and it won’t get in that lake.”

“Well, that’s a relief,” I said, stabbing my shovel into the weed-covered ground. “Let’s dig us a septic system. I owe Jess a hot bath.”
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The cool autumn air made the job a lot more pleasant, but it was still hard work, especially since there was a layer of clay we had to go through. We made sure to set all the clay in a different pile so we could use it as mortar in our wall. That was Kenny’s idea, and it was a damn good one.

There was something about performing a simple yet exhausting task that was rather satisfying. We both worked up one hell of a sweat, but kept going. The simplicity of it was quite rewarding.

“Honey?” Shayla called out after a while.

I stopped and leaned on my shovel, and Kenny did the same. He looked up at the sky.

“Looks like it’s been a few hours. We should get something to eat and drink before doing any more,” he said.

“Yeah, you’re right,” I told them, then raised my voice. “We’re over here, Shayla!”

“Where?” she shouted.

“Side of the house,” I yelled back.

A moment later, Shayla rounded the corner with Jess and Iris in tow. They all took a look at the hole we had dug and the piles of dirt and clay next to it.

“What are you doing?” Shayla asked.

“Are you making a septic system?” Jess asked.

“Yeah,” I said, wiping sweat from my forehead.

“Ohhhhhhhhhhhhh,” Shayla said. “Yeah that makes sense. You had said it was only a matter of time until the sewer system got backed up.”

“Exactly,” I said. “And now, once we get this done, I can finally run that hot bath for Jess like I promised.”

Jess gave me a big smile. “Thanks, Mark,” she said.

“You mean like bathing in a tub of hot water?” Iris said, clearly picturing it in her head. “Wow. I can’t even imagine how nice that would feel.”

“Oh, it’s incredible,” I said. “Maybe one day we’ll be able to get some kind of plumbing going and we can do a shower as well. Hot showers are the best.”

“We’re still working on that back at Loch Raven,” Jess said. “A few houses have it. It’s just a lot of work, and when things have to be dug by hand, it gets too labor intensive.”

I thought on that for a moment. “You know, just to be safe we should probably make an outhouse in a good central location. Well, away a little bit for some privacy. But somewhere everyone can get to it. With no sewer pumping stations anymore, these lines are going to back up soon and we don’t want that.”

Shayla nodded. “Yeah, that would be a shitty situation, for sure.”

Next to her, Jess rolled her eyes. “Oh come on, that one was too easy.”

Shayla nodded again. “Yeah, I know. Sometimes my sense of humor really stinks.”

Jess laughed, then turned back to us. “Well, are you guys ready for some food? Jacob is awake and of course the first thing he wanted to do was cook with Ellie.”

I stabbed my shovel into the ground and went to them. “He’s awake already?” I asked. “Jesus, after being hurt that badly I expected him to sleep until tomorrow.”

Jess shrugged, but it was Shayla that answered. “That’s Jacob for you. Now Jimbo, he will definitely sleep until tomorrow.”

“Yeah, he’ll need it,” I said. “And then we need to just let him stay there as long as he needs. Richard can probably talk to him, since they share the common bond of both having been tortured by the Druids.”

Iris looked sick at that. “How awful!” she said.

“That’s the right word for it,” I replied. “But when you’ve been through trauma, sometimes you can connect with someone that’s also experienced it. I imagine it’ll be very emotional for both of them, but maybe they can both heal a little.”

Kenny and I walked up to the women and the five of us left. We crossed the yard, then walked over toward the watchtower.

“Unfortunately, I can’t heal minds,” Jess said. She sounded rather sad that she couldn’t.

“He needs time and a safe place to talk about it,” I said. “And sometimes he’ll be too overwhelmed and he’ll need some space, just some time alone. It’ll be a lengthy process. But in the end, we’ll have one more person here, and someone that was willing to sacrifice himself to save that baby.”

“Have they named it yet?” Shayla asked.

I shook my head. “No, not yet. Tiffany said they were trying to think of something with some meaning.”

“They should name the girl after me,” Kenny said. “They can name her, uhh, Kennifer. Or Kennleigh. Yeah, I think I like Kennifer. Although she has the wrong number of arms, but I’ll forgive her for that. As long as she knows she’ll only ever be two-thirds the man I am.”

“Where do you even think of this stuff?” Jess asked as we walked up to the watchtower.

“So, uhh, is that a no on Kennifer?” Kenny replied. “Come on, it’s a good name. Hey, Tiffany!”

Kenny walked over to Tiffany and Will and the rest of us just laughed. He said something to them and they began laughing as well.

“Good,” I said. “We need more laughter around here with all that’s going on.”

Jacob still looked tired, but his small cooking station was set up and he looked happy to be back. Next to him, Ellie chopped up some potatoes on a wooden cooking board while Jacob rubbed a piece of goose fat on the pan.

“Glad to see you’re up,” I said to him.

He nodded slowly. “Yeah, I got some rest but I couldn’t stay in bed any longer. I need to be out here, doing something.”

“You just make sure you don’t work yourself too hard,” Ellie said quietly. “I’ll make sure you rub your back tonight.”

Jacob smiled at that and leaned over to kiss Ellie on the cheek. “Plus if I sleep too long, that’s less time I get around you.”

Ellie blushed at that and kept chopping vegetables.

“I’m just glad you’re still with us,” I said. “We were all pretty worried about you.”

Jacob smiled and waved the comment off. “Ah, takes more than that to kill me.” Even still, I saw that look in his eyes. The faint haunting, the memory of what he saw. The knowledge of what was coming for us.

“I’m not gonna bother you with it right now, but when you’re feeling ready I’ll have a few questions for you,” I said. Ellie gave me a sharp look and I raised both hands. “I just need a little information about the Druids. We’re gonna take the fight to them once we’re ready, so I’ll need your help in drawing a map of their compound.”

Jacob nodded. “Yeah, I’d be glad to help with that. We’ll talk after dinner.” There was a bit of darkness in his voice; that calm certainty that was unmistakable. It was the way his voice sounded when he talked about killing.

I didn’t want the mood to sour, so I let him be and walked over to my girlfriends. Jess and Iris sat on a thick log, so I sat down next to Iris and put my arm around her. She leaned her head on my shoulder and gave me a beautiful smile.

“How’s he doing?” Jess asked, keeping her voice down.

“He’s good,” I said, speaking quietly as well. “I think by tomorrow or the next day he’ll be back to his old self again. Not much bothers Jacob.”

“Good,” Jess said.

Shayla walked up behind me and reached down to rub my shoulders. I could tell she wasn’t particularly skilled at it, but it still felt great.

“This is why I’m gonna marry you,” I said, closing my eyes and just enjoying it.

Iris squeezed me. “I can’t wait. Once all this mess is over, we need to plan it and figure out how we’re going to do it. It’s not like we can take an overnight flight to Paris and get married at the Eiffel Tower.”

I blinked and turned to her. “How do you know about any of that?”

“Romance books,” she said with a wink. “If it makes you feel any better, I don’t really know anything about either Paris or the Eiffel Tower.”

“Paris is a city over in France,” I explained. “It’s a big city, known for good food and wine, art, and culture. Fashion, that kind of stuff. Croissants. Great place to take a vacation. The Eiffel Tower was something built, oh I guess about two hundred years ago, now. It’s like—” I tried to mimic the shape with my hands and mostly failed. “It’s just a big structure made from wrought iron that tapers to a point at the top. It’s like a thousand feet tall.”

“A thousand feet?” Iris asked, sounding completely bewildered. “Sometimes I wish I could have seen your world, Mark. Well, our world, but your time. It sounds pretty amazing when you talk about it.”

I looked down at Iris’s beautifully smiling face, over at Jess, then at our friends surrounding us. Life was so simple here, compared to my life before. I mean sure, we had to hunt and grow all our food, and there was the constant threat of raiders or Druids looming over our head. We had no running water, only a tiny bit of electricity, and everything took a ton of work.

But life was a lot more simple, too. I didn’t have five text messages from the day before that I still needed to reply to. I didn’t have to worry about fixing my old car, or how I was going to pay for my bathroom remodel. Food was simple, but as a result I wasn’t standing in front of a full fridge, complaining that I didn’t feel like cooking.

The armored Prius returned and a moment later, Sharg got out. She saw us and walked toward us. Sam was there, too.

“I wish you could have seen it, too,” I said to Iris. “All of you.” Sharg sat on my other side and the entire log shifted. “And you too, Sharg.”

“Huh?” she asked.

“I was telling Iris about the world before the war,” I said. “It was very different, but not necessarily better.”

Sharg pursed her lips. “Well, I wouldn’t have existed in that world. It was the war that created my people.”

“Exactly,” I said. She leaned over and pecked me on the lips.

“Are you well, Iris?” Sharg asked, looking at the small woman.

“Yes, thank you,” Iris replied, not quite meeting Sharg’s eyes. “I just like cuddling with Mark. To be honest, I don’t really like spending much time away from him.”

“Me too,” Sharg said, sliding closer. She wrapped a muscle-bound arm around my shoulders and patted Iris on the back, then gave us both a smile. “I missed you both,” she said.

I placed my hand on her thigh and squeezed it. “How do you feel after all that work?” I asked.

Sharg just shrugged her heavy shoulders. “I feel fine. Why do you ask? Is something wrong?”

I laughed. “No, not at all. I’d just be exhausted if I did half the work you did today.”

She grinned at me. “It’s okay, Mark. I’ll take care of you.”

“Sometimes I think all four of us need to take care of him,” Iris said, smiling at Sharg.

Eh, it was kind of a dumb comment that didn’t entirely make sense, but I could tell she was making an attempt to speak with Sharg. That was good, very good. They shared a smile, then we prepared for dinner.

Ellie and Jacob began passing out mismatched plates. Sharg and Sam got double portions, of course, and Stan helped himself to seconds.

“This is the best thing I’ve ever had,” Sharg said, staring at her empty plate. “I need to learn how cook like that. Jacob teach me?”

“I’m sure he will,” I said.

“I can’t wait until we can cook more stuff from our garden,” Iris said. She looked up at me and smiled. “It’ll be nice to feed my man things that I grew. That’s the best feeling.”
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People largely left Jacob alone that evening, but it was clear everyone was glad to see him back home. The smiles, claps on the shoulder, handshakes, and quiet greetings really went a long way toward keeping a smile on Jacob’s face the entire time. Jacob wasn’t a man to feel fear, but I had a notion he probably thought he was going to die when he was in the Druid compound. That would strike fear in nearly anyone’s heart, including mine.

Aside from all the pleasant greetings, Jacob mostly just talked with Ellie. The two smiled at each other the entire time, and once they were done serving everyone dinner, they sat down and held hands. Jacob grabbed the last plate of food for himself, but Ellie immediately batted away his hands and insisted on feeding him. She completely ignored his protests and sat there with a fork held ready until he subsided.

Jacob had lived a hard life. He deserved a bit of pampering.

I looked over at the women seated next to me. Shayla’s parents had been killed when she was young, and she had only survived in the settlement of Haven because she agreed to marry the mayor’s son when she was old enough. And the mayor’s son—as well as the mayor himself—had proven to be complete assholes.

Jess had grown up in Loch Raven, a nice settlement, but still had to fight for survival. Her step-sister and mother had been killed in a raid. She was a total babe, but she was also tough as nails.

Iris had grown up in squalor on the remains of a military base, only surviving because she had a mutation that gave her an almost magical ability with plants. Every day for her had been a struggle, and her only solace had been books. Plus, her family and everyone she knew had been not only killed, but most of them eaten as well.

Sharg was by far the strongest and toughest, but her entire life had been one of violence. The giant, muscle-bound woman had never really known love and affection before, beyond what I assumed what her mother had given her as a child. Sharg’s strength as a warrior was the reason she had survived and stayed single. Had she been any weaker, a man would have simply taken her against her will. Her life had been little more than one fight after another.

I still had my arm around Iris, so I squeezed her against my shoulder. I reached out and grabbed Sharg’s hand again and squeezed it as well. All of these women deserved some pampering. Sure, we needed strength because we were going to war with the Druids, but otherwise I wanted to give them all good lives.

And sometimes that meant simple things, like hot baths and good food. A warm fireplace during the winter, electricity so we could all cuddle up and read books at night. Building a school so that our children would be well educated. Clean water. Taking them on dates when I was able to. Booty grabs and forehead kisses.

Dinner was quiet that evening. There was the din of conversation as usual, but Kenny wasn’t loudly rattling off jokes like he often did. Everyone was just glad to have Jacob back, and glad to have this settlement. It was something you could almost feel in the air. Everyone was ready to fight for this place, to keep it safe. It was a great feeling.

I was busy staring off into nothing with my cheek resting on Iris’s head when someone stepped in front of me.

“Hey there, loverboy. Got room for one more?”

I looked up and saw Jacob grinning down at me. He combed his fingers through his beard as he chuckled his joke.

“Oh Jacob, sit down!” Iris said. “Here you go.” She slid over so that Jacob could sit between us.

“Thank ya, ma’am,” Jacob said. He grunted loudly as he sat on the log and rubbed his knee.

I reached around and patted him on the back. “I know I’ve said it before, but I’m glad you’re back, Jacob. What can I do for you?”

“Well first, people are telling me you’re the mayor now,” he said, giving me a side eye.

I nodded. “Yeah, Kenny and Stan did that. I didn’t get much say in it.”

“It was a good idea,” Jacob said. “We all got gifts, Mark. You know what I’m good at. Ellie’s good at taking care of people. That Jenna is like a mother, or a grandmother to all. And Shayla’s good at making people laugh.”

“Glad someone noticed,” Shayla said with a smile.

Jacob nodded to her, then continued. “Point is, I think you do well as a leader, Mark. Oh sure, you overthink damn near everything, and I’m pretty sure you get in your own way more than half the time. But you’re heart’s in the right place and you’re always looking out for everyone else. And ultimately, you’re the one with a vision for this place.”

“Thanks,” I said, glancing around.

Getting praise from Jacob felt special. I saw in my head my vision for this settlement as I looked around. The wall behind us, not overly tall but enough to provide some protection. Two stone towers, ideal perches for snipers. Regular patrols around the lake, because protecting our water source was a top priority. Cleaning out all these houses and gathering everything useful from them, then ensuring everyone had their needs met.

“So, what was it you wanted to talk to me about?” Jacob asked. “About the Druids. You said you’re planning an attack on them, right?”

I nodded. “Yeah. We’re going to go kill your… we’re gonna kill Oliver and everyone else there, then hopefully rescue some of the women and children. But in order to do that, I want to draw up a map of the place, as detailed as possible, and have everyone memorize it.”

Jacob pursed his lips and nodded slowly. “That’s good thinkin’. Yeah, I can help you. I got a good look around that place. Oliver has his own house there, a big place, three stories. It was made after the war, and overlooks the lake. They’ve built a couple other buildings too, one for the women and children, one for the raiders. Some fields for training, some for torturing, and some for food.”

“I’ll grab some paper tomorrow and maybe we can sketch out a map,” I said. Jacob nodded, so I continued. “You can probably help me figure out exactly where to put the snipers, and where to focus our attacks.”

“Yeah,” Jacob said, suddenly sounding tired. “Yeah, I can help you with that.”

It couldn’t be easy, planning an attack on his son’s compound. Even though he had told me how absolutely inhuman Oliver had become, he was still Jacob’s son.

“Look, I understand this isn’t easy. I won’t force you into anything,” I said.

Jacob shook his head. “No, I’ve been thinking about it, and I have to face reality. My son died years ago. That man that looks like my son is just a demon, a monster. Plus, I need to be there and help. You guys won’t last ten minutes without me there.” He gave me a grin with some of his old wolfishness.

“I won’t ask you to do the final deed though,” I said. “I’ll handle that. In fact if you want to join Sharg and Sam and rescue some kids, that might be perfect. I’m starting to realize we might be able to save quite a few children, not just that one little girl.”

Jacob looked over at Sharg, then barked a laugh. “Ha! Me, on a team with those two? I’ll barely need to do anything, they’ll do all the work for me! Count me in.”

Sharg grinned back at him. “If I need to carry you, I can hold you under one arm and fight with the other.”

“Now you’re talkin!” Jacob said. “Maybe I can get a nap in while I’m at it.”

“I bring blanket and pillow for you,” Sharg said. Jacob laughed again.

Sharg seemed to enjoy their jests. It was good to see her getting along with people.

Something black streaked across my vision. I blinked and glanced around. The sun was setting so light was low, but even still, I wasn’t sure what it had been.

“What the fuck was that?” I asked. “Did anyone else see that? Something big and dark just dashed across the place, really fast.”

“Oh, that’s just Sam,” Jess said. “He does that sometimes, especially when he’s happy. He’s a bit more… Let's say animalistic than our lovely Shayla.”

“Sam’s got the zoomies?” I wondered out loud. I mean, he was part cat, somehow, some way. It made sense that he would do that sometimes, although it was odd to imagine the giant man racing around excitedly.

“Yeah, he does that,” Jess said. “Sometimes sharpens his claws on trees, too. I think growing up out there away from people, he’s just more in touch with his wild side. It’s nice to see him moving around though, like he’s still young at heart. I think bringing him here was the right thing to do.”

I looked over in the direction Sam had gone. There was no sign of him. Weird.

“Good to know he can move quickly,” Jacob said.

“Our types tend to be fast runners,” Shayla said. “Although as big as he is, yeah, that was fast. As fast as me.”

“Good,” I said. “We can use that.”

“So, what else did you need to know?” Jacob asked, steering me back to the topic at hand.

“Oh, yeah. A few things. So, you said there’s a building for the women and children?”

Jacob nodded. “Yep. Big one, built from the remains of something else, like an old maintenance building. Actually looks like they did a good job. To be honest, all the buildings look nice there. I was kinda shocked at how well-built they were.”

“Huh. Yeah, I wouldn’t expect that,” I said. “I guess I never really put much thought into what their actual compound would be like.” I frowned as I thought about it, remembering what used to be near Druid Lake. “Wait. Wasn’t the zoo there?”

Jacob nodded again. “Yeah. Some of the animals made it through the war and survived. They have a farm there with some weird shit. These things that are huge, like overgrown spotted horses or cows, but with really long necks. And tall, fifteen feet tall. Strangest thing I ever seen.”

I blinked at that. “Giraffes? The Druids have giraffes?”

“Is that what they’re called?” Jacob asked. “Weird animals. Got legs as long as I am tall. Crazy teeth, too. Teeth like a lion, or bear. Oliver told me they’re hard to feed, as they eat so much meat. But it’s worth it just to have them around.”

“Hold on. They have carnivore giraffes?” Man, this world was getting stranger by the day.

“Like I said, some weird shit lives in those woods,” Jacob said. “They got cows and chickens in their settlement, but a few other things you wouldn’t expect.”

“Noted,” I said. “Hopefully I don’t get jumped by a baboon while I’m down there. Okay, so more importantly, what can you tell me about the building where the women and children live?”

Jacob shrugged. “What do you want to know? I got a good look at it and I asked Jimbo a few questions, just in case something like this happened.”

“Can you tell me how many women and children there are?” I asked.

Jacob frowned. “Yeah. Oliver told me that, actually. He was proud of it. Nearly three dozen women, he said, and ten boys. The oldest one is around five years old, from what I gathered. Said he’s gonna have as many as he can and turn them into his own army once they get old enough. His legacy, he called it.”

“Think we can save them all?” I asked.

Jacob’s frown deepened. “I’m not sure. That building is guarded: two men out front, big fuckers, too. I caught a glimpse of a woman looking out a window, and nothing else. She looked okay. Healthy. Hard to tell from just a glance. I would imagine they’d be glad to get out of there, but it’s hard to say. He might have brainwashed them over the years.”

“Do you think it’s possible with Sharg and Sam?” I asked.

Jacob combed his fingers through his beard. “It would take the likes of them to get in there, yeah. I get the notion that’s Oliver’s most prized possession. His pets, as he calls the women. He’ll fight tooth and nail for them, more than he would for the rest of the compound. Even the food.”

The sun had just set and the sky was growing dark. Stan lit a small fire in front of us for warmth and light. Some people began wandering off to their homes, but a handful of us stayed.

I reached out and took Iris’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “Why don’t you take Jess and Shayla back to the house and relax for a bit. I’ll be there shortly. I just want to plan some things with Jacob.”

She squeezed my hand back, then stood. Shayla and Jess understood, so they immediately joined her. Sharg went to stand, but I placed a hand on her thigh to stop her.

“No, I’ll need you,” I told her.

That made her smile. She nodded and settled back on the log.

“Alright,” I said to Jacob. “Let’s get Stan and Kenny and start working on our plan.”
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I watched my girlfriends walk away, like I always did. Even Sharg checked them out, especially Jess.

I caught Kenny’s eye and waved him over, then did the same with Stan. They sat on upturned logs next to us and settled in.

“What’s going on?” Stan asked.

“Now that I’ve got some information from Jacob, I want to work on our plan a bit,” I told him.

“Good, good,” Kenny said, rubbing two of his hands together.

“Okay,” I began. “So, Jacob, Sam, and Sharg are going to focus on rescuing the women and children. We’ll probably need more people with them to help keep everyone safe.”

“The building is well-lit and guarded ‘round the clock,” Jacob added. “It’ll be a tougher job, that’s for sure.”

“I can be quiet,” Sharg said. “Plus, my skin is darker than yours. The fire makes you really visible. Look.”

I looked down at the back of my hand, which practically glowed orange with the light from the fire. The sun had set, so the fire provided most of the light at that time. I was still a bit on the pale side, so she had a solid point.

“Yeah, you’re right,” I said, looking back up. “Okay, so once we get our snipers in place—Shayla and Tiffany, with Will there to keep them safe—we’ll focus on moving in as quietly as possible. So, as much as I dread saying this, we’ll be fighting with knives and other silent things.”

“That’s easy,” Sharg said. “I’m better with knives. Only used a gun once. Too loud. Prefer my hands.”

Jacob gave her a sidelong look. “Yeah, knives are tricky. One wrong move and you can get butchered. We’ll have to be careful.”

“I can use my claws,” Sam said. Or, I should say, Sam’s voice.

I nearly jumped out of my skin at the sound of him talking. I glanced around but didn’t see anything for a moment, until I looked up. Over Stan’s head.

There, far higher than eyes should be, Sam’s eyes reflected the firelight. It wasn’t even fully night yet, but the solid black catman blended in perfectly. He stepped closer and reached down, gently placing a hand on Stan’s shoulder in an affectionate manner. The firelight still barely illuminated him. It was just those bright green eyes, watching me without blinking. Shit was unnerving.

“I see you’re still good at scaring the shit out of people,” Stan said to him with a grin.

“Sorry,” Sam said. He took one step closer and grabbed a log, then sat on it. Seated, he was still as tall as many people standing. He just continued watching me with that calm gaze.

I took a deep breath and moved on. “Well, clearly your team will be fine with moving silently,” I said. “Tomorrow we’ll draw up a map and have everyone memorize it so we’ll all know where to go.” I turned to Jacob. “Where is Oliver’s place in relation to that? And the barracks?”

“Oh, Oliver’s house is right next to where he keeps the women,” Jacob said. “He has to keep a close eye on them. It’s all about control, with him. Everything is about control. He rules that place with an iron fist. It’s his way or torture, so obedience is high. But yeah, those two buildings are right next to each other. The other Druids mostly live a little bit further away. Not too far, mind you, maybe a hundred yards or so.”

“Should we have three teams?” I wondered aloud. “No, we don’t have the manpower for that. Team Alpha will focus on killing Oliver. Team Bravo—Jacob, Sharg, and Sam—will rescue the women and children.”

Jacob lowered his voice a bit. “We’ll have to see how he feels tomorrow, but I’d be willing to bet a week’s worth of food that Jimbo would help you kill Oliver. Who knows. Might be good for him, too.”

“Can he fight, though?” I asked. “Can he shoot?”

Jacob shook his head. “Nah, neither. Like you said though, he’ll help with the map, and however else he can.”

I nodded. “Jess will come with us, in case anyone gets injured. She should probably go with Team Bravo, in case any of the women or children are hurt.”

“What about the third building?” Kenny asked.

“That’s what I’m wondering about,” I said. “Let’s say we kill Oliver, and Team Bravo rescues the women and children. Alarms will sound, of that I have no doubt. So, we’ll have to deal with the other Druids coming after us.”

“Unless we blow them all up,” Kenny said. Next to him Stan nodded in agreement.

“What are your plans for that?” I asked. “I can practically hear the thoughts rattling around in your head.”

Kenny suddenly grinned. “It suddenly dawned on me that I might want to let my beloved pay them a visit.”

It took me a moment to get what he was saying. “The rocket launcher?” I asked.

Kenny’s grin widened. “Maybe she can bring friends and we’ll turn it into an orgy of destruction.”

I thought about it for a few seconds. “I mean, that’ll do it. Send one rocket right into the doorway to trap them inside, then hit the building with a few more. Get it burning.”

“Fire would be good,” Jacob said. “As I’ve said, my son is one of them folks that can create fire in his hand. He uses it to terrify people, to keep them in line. If they see their entire building burning down, it’s bound to scare them shitless.”

“Will your bazooka set things on fire?” I asked Kenny.

He shook his head. “Not really, unless we’re lucky. It’ll blow shit up, that’s for certain. You know, I think I told you once that I saw some movies back from your time when I was growing up. A few DVDs have survived, so it was always a special moment when we all got to watch something.” He paused. “You guys really liked explosions, didn’t you? Just fire, everywhere.”

I laughed. “Yeah, sounds about right.”

“Well, point is, my rocket launcher will blow shit up but it won’t really set them on fire. Now, if we can soak the outside of the building in gasoline, that’s a good start.”

“The plot thickens,” I said to myself. “Would it even be possible to douse that building with gas?” I turned to Jacob.

He shrugged. “I mean, if someone is really quiet, it might be possible. Sam would have a good chance at doing it. Then we’d just have to launch our attacks all at the same time.”

“Yeah, that’s gonna be the kicker,” I said. “We move in silently, using knives and whatever else we can. If possible, Sam pours gas on the barracks building. Once he’s done with that, we pull out our guns and go to work.”

Everyone was silent for a moment. It was Stan that spoke first.

“Mark, that’s a terrible idea,” he said, then started laughing.

I initially frowned, but found myself chuckling as well. He was right. It was brash and relied too much on heroism. It wasn’t realistic.

“Okay, so what do we do, then?” I asked. “I think the basics of the idea are solid. How do we turn it into something more feasible?”

“Simple is best,” Stan said. Next to him, Kenny nodded and mumbled his agreement. “You need a simple plan that everyone has memorized. Two teams, as you said, moving in silently. That part is good. Honestly, if we can just get a few more rocket launchers from Loch Raven, Kenny and I can launch them as quickly as possible at the barracks building. We’ll use that as our signal to start the proper assault on the other two buildings.”

“Why not just blow up Oliver’s house?” Mike asked. He had been silent until that moment. I had almost forgotten he was even there.

“Good idea,” I said, but Jacob shook his head.

“Fire doesn’t hurt him the way it hurts others,” he said. “Remember, he can create fire at will. He’s not quite immune to it, but he can withstand it better than you’d think. Also, we have to confirm he’s actually in that building. There’s a chance he’ll be with one of the women, so we’ll need our teams to search each building.”

“What’s your plan on actually killing him?” Stan asked.

“I think fighting him directly would be a bad idea,” I said. Next to me, Jacob nodded. “Honestly, I want to find him and just talk to him, see if I can get him to step in front of a window. My hope is that one of our snipers can put a bullet in him. If Tiffany got the chance to kill the leader of the Druids, I feel like it would help her heal a bit.”

“Hard to argue with that,” Jacob said, looking away.

“What’s your plan for the snipers?” Stan asked.

“To watch our backs,” I said. “Like if anyone tries to sneak up behind us, they shoot them. Or, once we start our assault, they can pick people off through windows. I told Shayla that she and Tiffany need to practice a few long range shots tomorrow, to get used to picking off targets at three hundred yards.”

“I need to teach you to fight with a knife,” Jacob said. “Or that flaming sword of yours. You were so happy when you got it, but you’ve never even used it.”

I laughed. “Yeah, you’re right. I guess with guns around, it’s hard to find good use for a sword, even one as cool as that.”

“Well, it’ll be perfect for this,” Jacob said. “I can start training you tomorrow morning.”

“How about you?” I asked, turning to Sharg.

“Me?” she asked. “I’m fine. I fought my whole life, remember. Killing easy. Really easy. I can just sneak up behind someone and grab them and—” She made hand motions like she was grabbing someone’s head and twisting it off, and punctuated it by making a popping noise with her mouth.

“Well, that’ll do it,” I muttered. “Stan, Kenny. You guys have armor, right?”

They nodded. “Yeah,” Stan said. “We have some bulletproof vests. Especially Kenny, since he’s the gunner.”

“Shame I can’t bring my machine gun in there,” Kenny said, sounding genuinely sad.

“Jess is going to talk to her father tomorrow and request some explosives,” I said. “What should I have her ask for?”

Stan and Kenny both thought for a while about that one. They passed a few ideas back and forth before speaking up.

“Distance is the key factor,” Kenny finally answered. “I’d love to get some C4 and just blow the whole fucking building up, but that would take too much time and require me standing right next to the building. If it’s guarded, that would put me in a bad place. Honestly, my grenade launcher is going to be our best bet. See if you can get some more of those, like four or five.”

I nodded and tried to piece everything together. “Sam and I are going to go on a short recon trip soon so we can get an eye on things. That should help bolster our knowledge of the place and let us know how they act at night.”

“Good thinking,” Jacob said.

Praise from him was always good. I continued. “Okay, so we sneak in at night and get our snipers positioned. After that, our two teams will approach Oliver’s house and the building where the women and children are kept. We’ll use the bazookas to blow up the barracks building from a distance, then Team Bravo will enter the women’s building while Team Alpha tackles Oliver’s house. My goal is to avoid fighting Oliver directly, as that’s certainly a death wish. Thoughts?”

Everyone thought on that for a moment. Jacob nodded a few times and finally spoke up.

“To be honest, I’m not really used to planning things very in-depth. I tend to just go in and kill everyone. But this sounds good to me. We just need to train for it. How long do we have?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. My gut feeling is the sooner the better.”

“I’ll agree with that,” he said. “So, tomorrow the real work begins. I’ll start teaching you and the others how to fight with a knife.”

For some reason, a shiver ran down my spine when he said that.
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After a round of goodbyes and everyone once again telling Jacob they were glad he was back, we started leaving. Stan kicked some dirt over the fire until there wasn’t a risk of it spreading, and we all left.

My thoughts swam as I walked toward my house. I was a damn wedding photographer, not a soldier. And yet there I was, planning an assault on a superior force. At night. With knife fights and bazookas. Shit, what the hell was I doing?”

Next to me, Sharg reached out and grabbed my shoulder. “You okay?”

I paused and looked up at my giant girlfriend. Concern filled her dark eyes.

“Yeah, I’m okay,” I told her. “This is all new to me and I’m just a little worried. I didn’t grow up fighting like you did. And now, I’m helping plan a pretty major attack.”

Sharg grunted. “Huh. You sound experienced when you talk about it back there. I ready to follow you into battle.” She suddenly smiled. “I would say I keep you safe, but I will be with Jacob, not you. So watch out. Keep my husband alive.” She squeezed my shoulder.

I took her hand and kissed her knuckles. “Ah, thanks. I needed that. I think I’ll feel better after training a bit. Jacob is the toughest guy around, so learning how to fight from him will be good.”

“You never been in knife fight?” Sharg asked.

“Oh god no,” I replied. “And the very thought makes me feel sick. Knife fights are terrible, that much I know. Shayla told me about it once. It’s like a brawl, but with knives. Even if you win, you’re going to get stuck.”

“Yeah, sounds right,” Sharg said. Although we had given her an oversized t-shirt earlier, she still wore that ugly miniskirt made from curtain material. She pulled it up, showing the top of her thigh, where a few faint lines crossed. “First knife fight, I got stabbed here.” She released her skirt and raised her shirt high enough that her left tit fell out. She pointed to a few lines across her ribs. “Got tagged here in another knife fight. I pulled his arm off right after he stabbed me.” Her finger went to her stomach, where another pale scar crossed. “And here—”

“Okay, okay, I get it,” I said, pulling her shirt down. “I don’t like thinking about you getting hurt, Sharg.”

She shrugged. “It happens. That’s fighting. But I always win.”

“And I’m glad you’re here with me,” I told her. “I do honestly feel safer with you around. But let’s think of happier things, like sleep.” I looked over at her clothes, which were quite dirty. “And a bath.”

“You still need to show me the lake,” she said. “I want to learn to swim. Can you teach me?”

“Of course,” I replied. “The water’s cold right now, though. We might want to wait until next summer, or at least until the middle of the day when things are warmer.”

She shrugged, then smiled at me. “Okay. Let’s go home.”

She smiled from ear to ear as we held hands and walked to the house. I got the notion she had never had anything like that before; the first time I had visited her, she only had a small section of a rowhome with some scavenged furniture. Compared to that, she was about to enter a world of luxury.

I pulled the door open and held it for her. She ducked beneath the doorway and entered, eyes wide. I slapped her on the ass for good measure.

“This is amazing,” she said, looking around.

My other girlfriends were relaxing on the couch and nearby futon. Jess had a glass of water in hand. They all smiled when we entered.

“Everything go okay?” Shayla asked.

“Yeah, it was good,” I said as we walked toward them. “We were planning the assault, and trying to figure out what we know and what we don’t know.”

“How did that go?” she asked me.

I shrugged. “Good. We have a basic plan. I’m sure it will change in the coming days as we hone it and improve it, but we have the basics down.”

“Good,” Shayla said. She stood up and walked toward me, then hugged me tightly. “Welcome home, honey.”

I held her tightly and breathed in the scent of her hair. “Always good to be here with you.”

Shayla released me and turned to Sharg, then looked her up and down. “Okay, I’d love to hug you, but you need a bath first.”

Something clicked in my head when she said that. When I first visited Sharg she had been freshly bathed, but I had no clue what their cleanliness standards were. Did they bathe in a pond? Did they collect rainwater? No clue. But, that was a good way for some of the ladies to help her out.

“Hey Shayla, would you mind actually taking care of that?” I asked. “Take her in the bathroom and help her clean up and teach her anything she needs to learn?”

After a moment, Shayla nodded. “Yeah, I gotcha. Come on, muscle mommy. Let’s get you all clean.”

Surprising both of us, Sharg reached out and held Shayla’s hand, and the two of them walked toward the bathroom. Iris watched, contemplative the whole time.

“How are you handling this,” I asked Iris. “I just want us to be open with each other about everything. I know it’s not easy for you.”

Iris glanced at Sharg and Shayla again, then turned back to me once they had gone down the hallway. “I still have a lot of feelings about her,” she admitted. “But it does seem as you said; she’s just a regular person that grew up in a violent society. I see her trying to help everyone she can. And she’s fascinated by so many things we have here.” Iris sighed. “And I did teach her how to read, so I suppose I should start that soon.”

“If you want to change a person, reading is a good way to start,” I said, glancing over at the bookshelf next to the fireplace. “I wonder if there’s anything good over there.”

“Shayla started reading one of the books,” Jess said. “It’s that big one on the second shelf. Far left side.”

I walked over to the bookshelf and found the book, and couldn’t help but smile. It was The Eye of the World. What a great book.

“Probably a bad one for learning to read,” I said. “If we keep searching, we might find some children’s books, though. We can put those in our school as well.”

Iris was suddenly standing next to me. “What about this one?” She reached out and selected a tall book with a colorful cover. “Ohhhh, dogs!” she exclaimed.

It was a book called Winery Dogs and it looked awesome. Just as the title suggested, each page had a full-size photo of a dog in a winery, with a short story about each one. Fortunately, the name of each dog was in pretty large letters, so that would be a decent book for learning to read.

“This is great,” I said, turning the page. “Yeah, use that book.”

Iris grabbed it and walked back over to the couch, then began flipping through the pages. Jess moved next to her and began looking over her shoulder. I heard what sounded like giggling coming from down the hall, so I excused myself and went to check on Shayla and Sharg.

I wasn’t sure what to expect, but I was only a little surprised when I saw Sharg standing butt-naked in the bathtub while Shayla scrubbed her down with a washrag. Judging by where I saw soap suds, she had just been washing between Sharg’s legs, which caused the giggle. Either that, or the fact that Shayla was now playing with Sharg’s absolutely gigantic boobs and giggling like a kid in a candy store.

“Sorry,” Shayla said. “I can’t help it. These are amazing.”

“Watch,” Sharg said as she raised her arms over her head.

She focused and began flexing her pectoral muscles left then right, which caused each breast to bounce a bit. Shayla laughed and clapped her hands, then cursed when she realized she had dropped her washrag.

“Having fun?” I asked.

“Oh yeah,” Shayla said. “She didn’t need any help at all, she’s fine. But this is just fun, and Sharg is absolutely lovely.”

“She is so nice to me,” Sharg said, reaching out and hugging Shayla. The Beastkin woman yelped as the soaking wet woman pulled her close, but soon they were both laughing together.

“I think Iris is going to start teaching you to read tonight,” I said.

Sharg looked at me then in a way I hadn’t seen before. Her eyes widened, her eyebrows raised. She looked absolutely shocked, and grateful almost to tears.

“You are all so wonderful,” she said, hugging Shayla again hard enough that she lifted her off her feet. “I feel so lucky to marry into this family.”

Shayla waggled her eyebrows at me. “So, you’re up to four wives now? Really building that stable, I see.”

I shrugged. “Yeah. It felt like the right thing to do.” I looked at Sharg, who beamed a smile first at Shayla, then at me. Of course, she was still standing there, completely nude. That definitely helped things. With them standing close I double checked, and yeah. Her boobs were each the size of Shayla’s head. It was ridiculous in the best way.

Shayla reached up and poked Sharg in the boob again, drawing a laugh from both of them. I grabbed a towel and tossed it at her.

“Alright, you two. Get cleaned up before I start having dirty thoughts.”

“Don’t tempt me with a good time,” Shayla said, winking.

I blew her a kiss and left the bathroom. As I walked away, I heard them talking.

“What did he mean?” Sharg asked.

“He meant he’s attracted to you,” Shayla said.
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After their bathroom shenanigans I half-expected Shayla and Sharg to run off to the bedroom together, but that wasn’t the case. Shayla found something for the massive woman to wear, which was just an oversized sleep t-shirt. It strained over her chest, and Shayla still had to cut the sleeves off for it to fit. Pretty sure Sharg’s arms were twenty inches around.

They came back into the living room and everyone cuddled up. Jess and Iris were still going over the dog book, so Sharg sat right next to them. She was fascinated by dogs as pets; she had only seen a few wild dogs around the city and knew them to be vicious beasts.

After a few minutes of flipping through all the dog pictures, Iris began teaching Sharg individual letters. She was a quick study and recognized small words in a matter of minutes.

I sat on the futon with my arm around Shayla, and we talked with Jess. We stayed quiet so we didn’t interrupt the reading lesson.

“Are you sure you’re comfortable with coming with us to heal?” I asked.

“I don’t really have a choice,” Jess said with a shrug. “I mean, I love you. I love this place, these people. Someone needs to keep everyone alive, and somehow Jenna is an even worse runner than I am.” She laughed quietly. “In all seriousness though, I’ve dealt with these things before. I’ve fought plenty of times. I know my way around a gun.”

“I want to keep you away from the hard fighting,” I said. “And you get body armor. You can’t heal anyone if you’re dead. We can put one of the others with you to help guard you, too.”

She sighed. “I just hope the fighting will end after this. If not, I think we need to take a serious look at moving everyone to Loch Raven. There’s safety in numbers.”

I frowned at that. I hated it, but she was right. It was only my stubbornness that kept everyone down here in Hope. Well, that and my desire for peace and quiet. That was a big one.

“I could really go for a glass of wine right about now,” I said to Shayla. “Nothing too heavy. Just something to relax with.”

“I’ve never had wine like you describe it,” Shayla said. “Maybe you should make some. We could barter with it, if it turns out decent.”

“That’s a good idea,” Jess said from the couch. “Mark, I know you, and you’re probably thinking of making liquor instead since it’s more useful.”

“Guilty,” I said.

“We have plenty of that up in Loch Raven,” she said. “It’s good for sterilizing stuff, and we drink the better quality liquor. We have some weak beer also, just to ensure everyone has something safe to drink. But we don’t really have something really nice to sip on and relax with, like you said. If we make even decent wine, that’ll be a powerful bartering tool.”

“Well, maybe we should try it,” I said. “Iris can help with the grapes. Honestly, she can probably get them just right, which would make it easy. Then we just need the stuff to ferment it and bottle it. Hmm, I think there was a wine store down the road. I wonder if they have anything left?”

“Any wine in there is certainly spoiled by now,” Shayla said.

“Yeah, but if the bottles are still good, that’s all that matters,” I replied. “I mean, it’s an imperfect way to do it, but technically I could just pour out the old wine, replace it with mine, and push the cork back in. Maybe we’ll luck out and get some twist off caps. That would be a hell of a thing to barter. And I’m sure most of the houses around here have some bottles we can use.”

Shayla leaned her head on my shoulder. “Maybe we can start on it tomorrow while you practice knife fighting.” she snickered.

“Yeah, you’ve told me about knife fighting before,” I said.

“Oh, it’s absolutely terrible,” Shayla said. “Knife fights go one of two ways: either you sneak up on someone and kill them before they can do any damage, or you wind up grappling with someone while you both stab each other. There’s no nice way to do it.”

“Great,” I muttered. “Well, at least I’ll have Jacob and Sharg to teach me.”

Sharg looked up at the mention of her name and smiled at me.

I pulled Shayla close and kissed her temple. “Well, my loves, I’m going to head to bed. I’m exhausted and we all have a busy day tomorrow.”

“I should as well,” Shayla said, standing a moment later.

Jess got up as well, and the three of us went to the bathroom to brush our teeth. I briefly wondered what Iris and Sharg were going to do, but they arrived a moment later. Fortunately, I found a spare toothbrush for Sharg.

The bathroom was a bit crowded with that many people so I stepped back to give them more room. Of course that was when I noticed the oversized sleep shirt Sharg wore barely reached the bottom of her ass. When she bent over the sink… Yeah, I got an eyeful of pure happiness.

“Okay, so I’m gonna go ahead and lay down a law,” Shayla said as we walked into the bedroom. “No more wives, Mark. No, not even if they’re as hot as Jess. There isn’t any room on the bed.”

Sharg suddenly looked self conscious. “Should I leave?” She pointedly did not look at Iris.

“No, you’re fine,” Jess said gently.

“Not at all,” Shayla replied. “In fact, I want to sleep on your arm. Or your shoulder. Some part of you.”

Sharg broke into a smile. “Okay. Should I, uhh—” She grabbed the bottom hem of her shirt and pulled it off over her head, tearing it in two places in the process. Then, she stood there naked.

Shayla just grinned as she looked the giant woman up and down. “Wasn’t expecting that, but I’m not complaining.”

Iris looked uncomfortable and stayed quiet.

Jess spoke up. “Normally I’d be the first one in line for some shenanigans, but I’m tired as well. And Mark is right, we all need sleep. Tomorrow is going to be a big day.”

That seemed to relax Iris a bit.

The five of us—five!—climbed onto the bed. It wound up being sort of a size thing. Sharg and I laid in the center of the bed. Iris was cuddled against my left arm, with her head on my shoulder like usual. Sharg was simply too big for that, so she laid on my right and we held hands. Shayla was half slumped over her, and Jess spooned the Beastkin woman. I was sure we’d move around during the night, but it was an interesting way to start things.

Having those massive breasts right next to me was certainly exciting, but I was too tired. We all were. Fortunately, being that tired made it easy to fall asleep, even with that much on my mind.

Sharg rolled over on top of me in the middle of the night.

It wasn’t terrible. The near-suffocating pressure woke me, but the moment my eyes opened the first thing I saw was a huge boob right there in front of my face. Sharg’s arm wrapped around me, too. I briefly thought to myself that it was a pretty good way to be smothered, but I knew I couldn’t sleep like that, so I poked her a few times until she woke.

“Huh?” Sharg asked sleepily. “You okay?”

“Yeah, you’re just crushing me,” I said. I stretched my head forward and planted a kiss right on one of her nipples. “And while I’m enjoying it, I can barely breathe.”

“Sorry,” she muttered as she rolled over.

As big as Sharg was, she was still a woman. Which meant she rolled over onto her side and pushed her butt against me. Well, that was a joyous occasion. I couldn’t help but squeeze it a few times as I spooned her. She giggled once and wiggled her hips, rubbing that massive butt on me. Man, what a woman.

I did eventually calm down enough to fall back asleep, though. It had been a long day and I was tired enough that I didn’t dream. I was grateful for that. With all the stress looming over our heads, I didn’t want to dream.

I’m not even sure how to describe the position in which we woke. It was little more than just a pile of bodies.

Sharg had rolled over on her side, facing me, and I was using one of her breasts as a pillow. Iris was slumped over my side with her arm around me. Shayla was actually on top of Sharg, sprawled out on the woman’s thigh and side. Jess just kinda looked like a starfish, lying there stretched out. Our blanket was just a ball of cloth wrapped around legs and arms.

“Well, that’s something,” I muttered to myself when I realized what was beneath my head.

Sharg woke immediately, but when she realized she was safely in bed with people that cared, she grabbed me and pulled me back on top of her boobs. I had to admit, she was doing a pretty good job of winning me over with things like that.

As much as I wanted to play with those giant melons, I knew I had a lot to accomplish. So, I gave her large green nipple a kiss and carefully extracted myself from the cuddle puddle. To my surprise, Sharg reached out and grabbed onto Iris, who was the next closest person, then pulled her close.

Iris sleepily muttered a few things, then settled onto Sharg’s massive chest. She was probably too tired to realize who she was cuddling with. I just hoped she didn’t wake up angry because of it.

I stumbled to the closet and sorted through my clothes. The previous man of the house had some pretty boring clothes, so my options weren’t too great, especially with the cooling weather. Since I was going to be moving around a lot today, I decided against a sweatshirt and grabbed a t-shirt that said “ask me about my granddaughter” on it.

“Well, maybe one day,” I said to myself as I pulled the shirt on. At least the guy’s jeans fit me decently enough.

After that I went to the bathroom and washed up. Our jug of water was low, so I’d have to get more later today. It was just another reminder that I needed to build a better system for water. There was no easy way to do it, but it had to be done.

I kept thinking about that as I tried my face on a towel. Back in the bedroom, I fastened my pistol belt around my waist, then grabbed my flaming short sword and slung the harness over my shoulder.

I could still remember being so excited when I traded for it, yet I hadn’t used the damn thing once. Well, that was probably a good thing, to be honest. No one in their right mind would be excited about a knife fight. At least my knife was bigger than the rest.

I looked over at the women again and smiled. They were all cuddled up and looked so content. Even Jess, flopped on her back with her legs spread, looked happy. Stressed people didn’t sleep like that.

A thought came to me, and I decided to go with it. I hurried over to Jess, since she was the most easily accessible, and carefully pulled the sheet aside. She slept nude, like the rest, so I crawled between her legs and went to work.

In a matter of seconds she was moaning softly and tangling her fingers in my hair, holding me close. I ran my tongue up and down, then focused on her clitoris. She stayed quiet, but her breathing quickened. In only a few minutes her body tensed up and those delicious thighs of hers squeezed the sides of my head as she orgasmed. After that, she went limp on the bed, smiling from ear to ear as she fell back asleep.

“Mission accomplished,” I said to myself, grinning as I walked away.

I quickly washed my face again, then went outside. It was time to prepare for war.
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No matter how early I woke up in the morning, Stan always seemed to be there first. Him and Kenny. Both of the guys were already relaxing near the watchtower, quietly chatting with each other. To my surprise, Will approached at the same time, yawning behind his hand. He definitely didn’t seem like an early riser.

“Good morning, guys,” I said to them.

“Morning,” Stan said. Kenny nodded. Will just grunted and yawned again.

At that moment, Jacob exited his front door and began walking toward us. Of course, he looked like he had gotten a full night’s sleep and was ready for anything. He walked right up to us, all smiles. Considering how happy he was, I had a feeling he had spent some time with Ellie before coming out this morning.

“You fellas ready for this?” Jacob asked, patting the heavy bladed knife at his belt. “I certainly am. Time to learn the fun stuff.”

“Man, you gotta warm us up first,” Kenny said. “We can’t just jump right into disemboweling people first thing in the morning. Can we start with a gentle throat cutting, or maybe a fist fight? Or even just cursing at each other?”

Jacob chuckled. “I see you’ve got yourself an advantage there.”

“Who, me?” Kenny asked, fluttering his eyelashes innocently. He pulled two knives from his belt, then with his third arm grabbed a small shield, almost a buckler. It dawned on me at that moment that Kenny would have an absolutely massive advantage with stuff like this.

“Well, for the rest of us, I figured we’d go over some basics,” Jacob said. He reached over and clapped Will on the shoulder. “Good to see you out here. Wasn’t aware you’d be doing this with us.”

Will stifled another yawn behind his hand. “I figured it couldn’t help to learn. I have to be able to keep Tiffany and Shayla safe no matter what. If I run out of ammo, I still want to be able to fight.” He looked down at his belt and rested his hand on the hilt of his knife. “I’m a farmer, not a soldier, though. This is all new to me.”

“Stick to the basics and you’ll be fine,” Jacob said. “Most people haven’t really been trained in knife fighting and they just kinda flail and stab. And that’s still effective, but if you know some basics you can beat them.”

Some of the other men began arriving. Arnold, Alex, and Mike. Even Josh showed up, silent as always. He walked up to me and shook my hand.

“Thought you’d like to know I welded a muffler on my truck yesterday evening,” Josh said.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” I replied.

He shrugged. “I know, I know. It’s too quiet, but it had to be done. If we need the truck at least it’ll be quieter now.”

Jacob noticed the harness I was wearing and grinned. “I see you finally brought that sword out, eh? Lemme see it. I always liked it.”

I reached over my shoulder and drew the sword. The blade was long enough to give me a huge advantage in a knife fight, but short enough that I could still wear it like that and draw it over my shoulder. I handed it to Jacob, hilt-first.

“This is a hell of a thing,” Jacob said, smiling like a kid holding his favorite toy. He pushed the button on the hilt and the blade burst into flames, surprising the other men. That got a laugh out of Jacob.

“Holy shit,” Will said, staring wide-eyed at the short sword.

“Yeah, I love this thing,” Jacob said. He held it like an expert and jabbed forward a few times in a safe direction. “That long blade is gonna give you a nice advantage, Mark. Use it to keep people away from you.” He demonstrated, keeping his arm out and jabbing, using motions that would keep a person at bay.

“Noted,” I said.

Jacob flicked the switch again and the flames dwindled and died. “Don’t use the flames until we’ve announced our presence, though. It’ll be too visible otherwise.”

I nodded. “Good advice.”

“No fair,” Kenny said. “I want a flaming sword. I mean, what the hell, man?”

“Yeah, did you bring enough flaming swords for the rest of the class?” Stan asked as he crossed his thick arms and frowned. I just laughed.

We waited until everyone was there, then Jacob began his lesson. Even the more experienced guys paid attention to him. He ran us through some basics, like how to hold the knife properly—or in my case, sword. It was harder to move my sword since it was bigger and heavier, but I could tell the extra reach was well worth it.

“First thing we’re gonna practice is a thrust,” Jacob said, stabbing the air in front of him to demonstrate. He moved as fast as a viper, his arm a blur. “Don’t worry about putting a ton of force behind it. If your knife is sharp, it’ll go in. The point is to be as fast as possible. Strike like a viper and tag them. You poke a few holes in someone like this and they’ll bleed out in no time. Better yet, you blind them, or ruin one of their hands. Take away their ability to fight. Then, you go in for the final kill.”

We all stood in a line and thrust our knives one hundred times with each hand under the watchful eye of Jacob. He watched closely and corrected anything he saw that wasn’t perfect, which meant he corrected a lot. Jacob had high standards, and as he explained it, those standards wouldn’t budge. We had to meet them.

We stabbed at the air until our arms were tired, then he gave us a break. Sharg walked up and watched while Jacob showed us other moves. He gave her a quick nod when she approached, then went back to instructing us. She crossed her arms beneath her massive breasts and watched closely.

“Now, you’re gonna want to target the most vulnerable places on a man,” Jacob said as he paced in front of us. “The face, specifically the eyes, are a prime target. I doubt anyone will be wearing armored goggles out there, so you stick a knife in ‘em and they can’t see. Then you go for the throat.”

“Jesus,” I muttered to myself.

“Remember, our main objective is to sneak up on people and get the jump on them,” Jacob continued. He raised his knife to explain as he moved. “Come up behind them, then put your hand over their mouth to mute any noise while you poke holes between their ribs, right in their lungs. That’ll take the fight right out of ‘em. Then you saw through their throat, making sure to hit both sides where the arteries are. If you practice it, you can do it in a few seconds.”

Next to us, Sharg nodded in approval. Jacob saw this and approached her.

“Anything you’d like to add, Sharg?”

She thought for a moment and then gave an answer typical of her. “That’s a good way to do it. If you need to keep them silent, you can also use your hand to crush their jaw or their throat.” She flexed her hand and squeezed an invisible neck as she spoke. “Mark, with your sword you should be able to chop someone’s head off with one quick motion.”

I blinked. “Uhhh, remember that the rest of us aren’t as strong as you,” I said.

“Going for the throat works well,” Sam said quietly.

“Ahh!” I shouted, nearly leaping out of my skin.

The giant Beastkin man was right behind me. Holy shit, how did he do that? Several of us caught our breath while the rest of the guys laughed.

“Sorry,” Sam said, giving me an apologetic smile. “Jacob and Sharg are both right. Going for the throat is the best way to kill quickly while keeping them silent. If you can break their neck that’s a good option, but you have to be strong enough. Necks are hard to break.”

Sharg grunted. “Twisting the head off can work, too. But yeah. Gotta be strong.”

“Holy shit,” I muttered to myself.

“I can run you through a few other ways to kill someone from behind,” Jacob explained. “The idea is you want to keep them quiet, then disable and kill them as quickly as possible. Any shouts mean you could be exposed, and we’re depending on stealth for this to work. Poking holes in their lungs can keep the volume down. So can a knife through the throat. Now, in the unfortunate situation that you find yourself confronting someone head-to-head with a knife, things get tricky.”

I felt my guts sink as he said that, and told myself I’d be as silent as possible to avoid any chances of that.

“Now, I want to completely dispel a few things before we start,” Jacob said. “There is this silly notion of ‘fighting fair’ or ‘fighting with honor.’ Those are good ways to get killed. Got it?”

Everyone nodded. I wasn’t quite sure where he was going, but I knew to trust Jacob.

“We’re gonna move out there in teams, but even within those teams everyone should stay in pairs,” he said, continuing. “Listen to me, and listen closely: you do not fight fair. Ever. Gang up on a man, two-on-one. We aren’t trying to be heroes here. We’re trying to save people and kill…” He took a deep breath. “Kill a monster and his cult. Don’t anyone here think for a second I got my reputation by fighting fair. I got it by winning. Surviving.”

Next to me, Will frowned. “I hope this doesn’t sound silly, but it feels weird to hear you say that. Every story I ever heard growing up, and the few books I’ve read, always have the hero fighting people honorably. On equal footing. Even, uh, even the stories we’ve all heard about you. Dueling people and whatnot. I’m listening to everything you’re saying, don’t get me wrong, but… I guess I was thinking of something else.”

Jacob walked up in front of him and stood there for a moment, frowning. “That’s the thing,” he said quietly. “We ain’t heroes. Just get that thought out of your head right now, Will. What we are is assassins. We’re killers. Yeah, we’re saving some people—or at least Sharg and Sam are. The rest of us are going there with one thing in mind: killing everyone we can.”

Will swallowed heavily and nodded. “I see,” he said.

“Never forget that,” Jacob said. “We ain’t heroes. We’re a death squad.”
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Jacob continued running us through basic drills for the next hour until our muscles were water. Once we were sufficiently tired, he had us all grab sticks roughly equal in length to our knives and carefully spar with each other. No face shots, just gentle jabs to the body and arms. I didn’t think it would be that effective, but it was. After all, stabbing at the air was a lot different than actually hitting another man. And trying to parry an attack was damn hard.

“I’m hoping we can get some basic body armor for this,” Jacob said after a bit. “That’ll keep us safe. Of course, the reality is that the Druids probably ain’t gonna fight us with knives. Once the see us, they’re gonna pull out guns and shoot us. That’s why it’s so important you fellas learn how to sneak up on a man and kill him silently.”

I shivered at that. Everything Jacob said reinforced just how dangerous our mission was going to be.

Sam stood next to Sharg and the two spoke quietly with each other. From their hand motions and gestures, they were discussing things like beheading people and pulling arms off. Well, considering their size and strength that made sense. I was just glad they were on our side.

I caught a glimpse of the rest of my girlfriends leaving the house and going straight for our garden. It was a curious thing they did; snapping off parts of our grapevines, enough that I had concerns it would kill the main plant. But, they took the pieces over to our new garden area and planted them.

Iris held her hands around each short piece of vine for a few minutes, then nodded in satisfaction. I couldn’t see much of a difference from my vantage point, but the other women looked impressed. I tried to watch them between knife exercises and by my count they planted a dozen grape vines.

“Alright, take a break” Jacob said at that point. “We all need to get stuff done today. We’ll meet back here in two hours, ready to go again.”

Everyone thanked Jacob for his help and we split up.

I walked over to the garden, where the ladies were finishing up. Sharg walked right behind me.

“You do well with a knife, Mark,” she said.

“Thanks,” I replied. It felt good to have her compliment something I had never done before.

When we got to the garden, I took a moment to hug and kiss everyone. Sharg walked over to Iris and towered behind her, resting a hand on the slender woman’s shoulder. After a few seconds, Iris reached up and patted Sharg’s hand.

I counted the vines again. Yep, a full dozen. And now I was close enough to tell that the pieces had indeed grown into full vines, nearly a foot long each.

“That’s incredible,” I said. “You can just regrow plants like that?”

“Grapes are easy,” Iris said, still with her hand on Sharg’s. “Once they get roots they’ll grow about anywhere with little to no help. I just had to convince these pieces to grow roots.”

Two rows of six vines each. We’d have to trellis them at some point, based on my limited knowledge of vineyards. Probably wouldn’t be too hard.

“Once these get settled, I’ll take some more cuttings until we have two dozen vines,” Iris continued. “That should be enough to start.”

“And you can make sure the grapes are perfectly ripe, right?” I asked.

Iris nodded, but looked up at the sky. “Usually, yeah. I think we’re getting past harvest season now so it’ll be tough, but at the least I can probably get us a few grapes for snacking. Next year we’ll have enough to make some wine. And as long as the weather is warm enough, I can increase our number of vines every month or so until we have enough.”

“Incredible,” I said.

“How’s your morning going?” Jess asked, stretching up to kiss my cheek again. “By the way, thanks for that wakeup.”

“Good,” I said, slipping an arm around her shoulders. “Just, you know, Jacob teaching us how to kill people with knives.”

Jess slapped me on the butt. “Glad it’s you and not me,” she said with a grin. “And before you remind me, I’m gonna go radio my father in a few minutes. I just wanted to get some stuff done first. Do you know what you guys need? Have you figured that out?”

“I think so, yeah,” I said. “Some bazookas—uhh, grenade launchers. And some body armor. We’ll take what we can get. Every bit helps, but our focus is on explosives and armor.”

Jess pursed her lips and thought for a moment. “I have some ideas. I’ll talk to my dad about them. Hopefully he can be a big help.”

I paused for a moment. “Uhh, are you gonna share these ideas with me?”

She smiled up at me. “Nope. You just have to learn patience.”

I snapped my fingers.

“I hope you know you owe the rest of us morning oral now,” Shayla said, shooting me a grin. “In fact, I think we should make that a regular routine. You can’t get out of bed until you’ve satisfied each of us.”

I shrugged. “I mean, you won’t hear any complaints from me.”

“Tonight,” Sharg said. She glanced at the other women, then looked back to me. “Tonight.”

“Okay,” I said. “Especially if you help me with all this knife fighting nonsense.”

Sharg frowned thoughtfully. “I wouldn’t call it nonsense. Especially if you want to stay alive.”

“Yeah, I’d rather not be spoken about in past tense,” I said. “I’m just hoping things go smoothly.”

She suddenly grinned. “I with you. And Sam. You’ll be fine.”

I nodded. “Okay, so what—” I cut off as someone clapped me on the shoulder.

“Hey there,” Kenny said.

“Oh, hey,” I replied.

“Let’s work on digging your septic system,” he said. “And let’s try to strip some copper tubing from that collapsed house. Might take a bit of work, but we gotta get it done.”

“You’re right,” I said. “And I want to get the water done soon, preferably before we attack.”

“A noble goal,” Kenny said as he handed me a shovel. “Come on, let’s dig a proper shitter for the ladies.”

Jess blinked at that but Shayla laughed.

We walked over to the house with shovels leaned on our shoulders.

“How long do you think it’ll take us?” I asked.

Kenny shrugged. “I mean, we’re just digging a big-ass hole. It’s mostly just the labor that’s the problem. If you can get Sharg to help, that’ll go a long way toward getting things done quickly.”

At that I turned and called out Sharg’s name. When she looked at me I gestured for her to come near.

On this day she wore a pair of sweatpants that had been cut off mid-thigh so they’d actually fit. Of course her ass stretched them out, as did her muscular thighs. Her oversized t-shirt had been partially cut off as well, both the sleeves and the bottom of it, creating a sleeveless crop top. As big as she was, it was the best we could do. And to be honest, she looked damn good in it. The muscles in her thigh flexed with each step, and I couldn’t help but stare.

“Man, she is something,” Kenny said quietly.

“Something indeed,” I said.

When Sharg arrived, I stretched up and pecked her on the lips. That made her smile, which was always good to see.

“You know what?” I asked. “I haven’t seen you scowl at anyone since you’ve been here. You’ve just been happy the entire time.”

“Of course,” she replied, putting her hands on her hips. That made her shirt stretch across her chest to the point I thought it might tear. “I’m happy here. Everyone wonderful and treat me good.” Her smile deepened and she poked me with a finger. “And I like being with you.”

I wanted to ensure I was giving her enough affection to change her as a person, so I made sure to hug her after saying that. Honestly, Sharg seemed to be a sponge for affection; the more we gave her, the more she sucked it up. And it was having an almost immediate effect, too. As I had said, she had been in a good mood since arriving here.

“What did you need?” she asked.

I smacked my hand on the handle of my shovel. “We’re digging a big hole along the side of the house. Your strength will come in handy.”

She nodded. “Glad to help.”

I reached out and held her hand, then the three of us walked over to my house.

“Should have brought the machete,” Kenny said, stomping on some tall weeds.

Both Sharg and I grabbed vines, weeds, everything we could and pulled, helping to clear the area. She grabbed a sapling, maybe two inches in diameter at the base, and pulled it completely out of the ground. Kenny and I just watched, wide-eyed.

When we got to our hole, we started digging. Well, I did. Kenny used his shovel for about two minutes, then handed it over to Sharg. She rammed the shovel through the hard clay like it was soft sand and sent shovelfuls flying with ease.

“Looks like we made the right decision,” Kenny said, stepping aside so a clod of dirt didn’t hit him.

With my girlfriend there I worked extra hard. I mean yeah, she was a giant musclebound mutant, but I couldn’t let her show me up too much. I worked as hard as I could, until sweat soaked my shirt and dripped from my chin. Sharg still dug three times as much as I did, and wasn’t even out of breath.

“You okay?” she asked after about twenty minutes. “Take a break, Mark. I finish this.”

I shook my head. “I can’t let you do the entire thing, honey. This is a team effort. But maybe Kenny and I can take turns.”

The moment I called her ‘honey,’ she broke into a smile that nearly split her face in two. As soon as I stopped talking she dropped her shovel and pulled me into a tight, suffocating hug. To be clear, any hugs with Sharg were borderline suffocating with those massive tits. But this one was especially affectionate and tight.

“You make me so happy,” she said quietly.

“If you guys need a few minutes alone, let me know,” Kenny said. “No judgement. When the moment hits, it hits.”

I laughed as I pulled away from Sharg. “I want to get this done first. Maybe we can take a break afterward. But for now, it’s your turn to dig.”

I tossed the shovel and he caught the handle mid-air. “Gladly,” he said, and got right to it.

They worked together for about twenty minutes until Kenny was exhausted as well. Sharg was like our own portable excavator, just tearing through the soil with ease. At least she had a few drops of sweat on her by the time Kenny grew tired and I took over.

“Man, Stan should be here,” Kenny said. “He’s a lot stronger than me. Him and Sharg would get this done in no time.”

Sharg grinned. “I don’t need help from any man. I can do this.” She sent more shovelfuls of dirt flying, making a point to dig faster just to show us.

It was hard to argue with her on that matter. She focused, her brows drawing down into a fierce scowl, and dug faster than I’d ever seen anyone. The hole widened and deepened and less than an hour later, she struck the sewer line. We were far underground by that time, just to be clear.

“Holy shit,” I said, looking up from the hole.

Sharg rammed her shovel into one wall of the hole and began digging deep steps. “I would hate to get stuck in here,” she said.

I got a bright idea before I touched the sewer line. “Hey, I want to run a bathtub full of hot, clear water down the drain before we touch these pipes. The cleaner they are, the better this will go.”

Kenny nodded. “Good thinking. We can probably get you some tanks of some sort up at Loch Raven.”

“Yeah, I’m gonna head up there soon,” I said, almost thinking out loud. “It’s past time I go there. Gotta meet Jess’s dad and ask for guns. And I think it’s right for me, as the leader of Hope, to go visit the nearest settlement. Keep a close relationship with our neighbors.”

“I can’t disagree with you there,” Kenny said. “One of us can go with you to show you around.”

“I think Jess will probably come with me,” I said.

Kenny suddenly looked over to the side and smiled. “Well, you can go ahead and confirm that with her now.”
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Jess strolled up and stood there on the yard, looking down at us in the hole. She put her hands on her hips and looked in approval at our work.

“Nice job, guys,” she said.

“Thanks,” I said, wiping sweat from my head with my forearm. I stabbed my shovel into the ground. “I did most of the work myself.”

“What?” Sharg said with a gasp of astonishment. “Mark, you know that’s not true! I did—”

“Oh, what was that, honey?” I said loudly, talking over her. “Oh, you wanted a kiss? Sure, here you go!”

I rushed over to her and pulled her down for a deep, wet kiss. Her protests stopped and she laughed while kissing me.

“Perhaps I should have said, good job, Sharg,” Jess said wryly.

“Glad to help,” Sharg said pointedly, setting my feet back on the ground.

“Let’s climb out of here,” I said, jerking my head toward the side of the hole. “Go ahead.”

Sharg began walking up the wide steps she dug into the clay and I immediately put both hands on her ass. After all, it was important to be supportive.

“Here, I’ll help!” I said as I squeezed her bottom. “Gotta make sure you don’t fall!”

Sharg laughed, truly delighted. It dawned on me that no one had ever treated her like that, so my stupid jokes were probably quite endearing to her. I gave her one last smack on the butt and hurried up the steps after her.

“You make me happy,” Sharg said, putting her arm around me and squeezing me.

“You two are an oddly cute couple,” Jess said, looking at us. “But, switching gears. I spoke with my father and he’s willing to get some stuff to help us. But, he wants to meet you in person to discuss your attack. Tomorrow.”

“Shit, guess I’d better find a suit or something,” I said, looking down at myself. The old jeans and faded shirt look wasn’t appropriate for meeting Jess’s dad, who was also the leader of the Loch Raven settlement.

“I don’t think he’s as concerned with that as he is with who you are as a person,” Jess said. “Wear something functional. And wear a pistol as well as your sword. You don’t want to show any weakness around my father, especially since he expects you to ask for his blessing to marry me. One sign of weakness and he’ll castrate you. Maybe literally.”

“I’d like to keep my balls, thanks,” I said. “I’ll try to at least find something that matches, though. Maybe wash the car some. And I suppose it would do me well to talk with Jacob about our plan before going.”

She nodded. “Josh is going to come with us, so he can help bring back a few things.”

“Hold on,” I said. “How much stuff are we bringing back?”

Jess frowned at me. “You do realize your Porsche is quite a small car, right?”

“Ah, good point,” I said. “Yeah, I guess we wouldn’t be carrying much, especially if you’re riding in there with me.”

“Exactly,” Jess said. “Anyway, I think Jacob is getting ready for your second lesson, so you guys should probably go that way.” She smiled at Sharg and held out her hand. “Shall we?”

Sharg looked absolutely delighted to hold Jess’s hand. It made me so happy to see everyone accepting her without judgement.

Also, my eyes were glued to Sharg and Jess’s bottoms as they walked away. I couldn’t decide which butt I liked more, but I definitely had a plethora of naughty thoughts. Man, the thought of those two together….

“Hey, you still here with me?” Kenny asked, slapping me on the back.

“Huh? Ah, sorry,” I said. “Yeah, let’s head over to the watchtower.”

I pushed through the weeds and tall grass, then went toward the watchtower with Kenny walking alongside me.

“Hey, can you tell me anything about Jess’s father? I feel like I should prepare myself,” I said.

Kenny chuckled. “Oh, you absolutely should. You’d better take that seriously.”

“What’s he like?” I asked. “Jess’s dad.”

Kenny thought for a moment. “He’s a man’s man. Strong, but fair. He takes being a leader very seriously and puts all of his energy into making Loch Raven a better place for everyone. He also believes in helping others, and more importantly helping them help themselves. That’s one of the big reasons we’ve helped you guys down here so much. We’re strongest when we work together, and now Loch Raven has an ally to the south.”

“Fair point,” I said.

“But yeah, Jess’s dad. He’s a big guy with red hair, just like her. Red beard, too.” Kenny glanced over at me. “Don’t shave before you go there. Keep that stubble. It’s a little thing, but I don’t think he likes smooth faces. Knowing Chris, he’d probably ask why you had so much free time that you dedicated so much of it to shaving. You’d be better putting that time and effort into leading Hope.”

“He’s that serious?” I asked.

Kenny laughed. “Oh yeah! That settlement is his life. That settlement and his daughter. He was one of the founders of Loch Raven, and worked hard to keep people together and keep the peace. Some people say he built half of our wall himself. That’s not true, of course, but it shows his dedication and hard work. It also shows how much people respect him. We have elections every few years, and he always wins. He’s a good, honest leader.”

I looked over to where we had stacked several piles of stones in preparation of our own wall. “Well, at least he’ll probably like the fact that we’re doing the same thing,” I muttered.

“Probably,” Kenny said. “He likes hard work. Effort. You don’t always have to be right, but you do always need to put maximum effort into everything you do. Including making his daughter happy.”

“I’ll tell her to smile when we’re up there,” I said dryly.

Kenny snickered. “Probably a good idea. If he sees that Jess is happy, he’s bound to like you from the beginning. Personally, I wouldn’t want Chris mad at me. He’s a big fucker, like Stan. Just older and meaner, like a bear.”

“That doesn’t fill me with confidence,” I said.

“Ah, you’re fine,” Kenny said, waving it away. “Let him know that taking care of his daughter and your settlement are your top priorities, share a glass of whiskey with him, and you two will get right along. In fact, bring him a bottle as a gift. Oh, and don’t let him intimidate you. He’ll try, just to see if he can get a reaction out of you. If he so much as smells any fear on you, you won’t be good enough for his daughter. And you don’t want that.”

“What’s he gonna do, beat me up and throw me in the reservoir?” I asked.

Kenny didn’t answer.

“Well?” I asked. “Is he really gonna drown me?”

“I don’t know!” Kenny said. “Jess never dated anyone except for women, and Chris won’t lay a finger on a woman. She kinda prefers them over men, and to be honest I think every man was too scared of her dad to even try. Looking back, maybe that’s the reason she only dated women; the men were scared. So he’ll respect that you’re willing to go for it, at least.”

We finally arrived at the watchtower, where other men were gathering.

“Just don’t react if he subtly threatens you,” Kenny added. “Stay calm, like it doesn’t even bother you. He’ll probably do that.”

“Who are you guys talking about?” Stan asked. He leaned against the stone wall of the watchtower with his arms crossed.

“Chris,” Kenny said. “Jess’s dad.”

Stan barked a laugh. “Ha! That old battle axe?”

“Mark is going to meet him tomorrow,” Kenny said.

Stan grinned. “Listen, Mark, you’ve shown us all you’re plenty tough for a guy that didn’t grow up in this world. Just remember that when you meet him. He’s an intimidating guy, but as long as you love Jess and take care of your people, I think you two will get along fine.”

“Is he going to drown me?” I asked. I meant it as sarcasm.

Stan opened his mouth to answer, then closed it. He frowned and ran his fingers through his beard for a moment as if trying to think of an answer.

“Well?” I asked.

“I’m thinking, I’m thinking,” Stan said. “Probably not. Just remember our advice.”

Mike walked up at that moment. “What advice? What are you guys talking about?”

“Mark is going to meet Chris, our mayor, tomorrow,” Kenny said with that shit-eating grin on his face.

Mike whistled. “Bring a gun, man. Maybe two.”

“Filling me with confidence here, guys,” I said.

I looked over at the garden, where Iris was explaining things to the other women. Jess happened to look my way and winked at me.

I sighed. “Maybe I should have one of you cut me so I can have some scars on my face.” Again, I meant that entirely as a joke.

“Hey, that’s actually not a bad idea,” Kenny said, drawing his knife. “Jenna could probably heal it so that a faint scar remains.”

“I was kidding!” I said. “Jeeze, guys.”
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Jacob came out and ran us through more knife drills. He also helped us with things like walking silently and basic grappling. All in all, it was too much to learn in a day, and after another two hours of that I was exhausted. Everyone was. Well, everyone except Jacob.

“I wish I could teach you fellas everything I know, but that would take too long,” Jacob said. “Plus, you can only learn so much in a day. We’ll train again tomorrow.”

“I’m heading up to Loch Raven tomorrow to get some weapons and armor,” I said.

He nodded. “Good. Anything that gives us an advantage is gonna be welcomed.”

I thought for a moment. “Wait. Do we have something like a gun, but silent? All this talk of stealth, but we’re carrying an arsenal in there. The second someone pulls a trigger, all hell is going to break loose. I can’t believe this didn’t dawn on me until now. Is there a quieter way to do things?”

Kenny looked at me for a moment. “Uh, like a bow, you mean?”

“Yes!” I said, snapping my fingers. “A bow. Or even better, a crossbow. Please say you have some of those up there.”

He shrugged. “I’m sure we do. We have every kind of weapon you can imagine. Bows are good, they’re just kinda big and cumbersome and hard to compare to a good rifle.”

I nodded. “Yeah, but they’re silent, and that’s what’s important right now.”

“Have you ever shot a bow?” Kenny asked with an eyebrow raised.

I shook my head. “No. But a crossbow should be easy enough. At least, I damn sure hope so.”

“I mean…” Kenny leaned his head to one side as he thought. “Crossbow bolts drop a lot more than a bullet, so they’re better for close range. But that’s a solid idea, Mark. A few of us with bows or crossbows will be a lot more effective than all this damn knife fighting.”

Jacob frowned and put his hands on his hips. “You talkin’ shit about my knife fighting, boy?”

Kenny laughed, and after a moment Jacob did as well.

“He’s right,” Jacob said. “Me, Sam, and Sharg can move in there and cut people up. But the rest of you need something else. If you can get your hands on some bows, that’ll be a huge help.”

“Oh, I had another thought,” I said. “Kenny, see who all is staying here, and make sure someone knows how to use your machine gun. Just in case any Druids try to attack here while we’re on their turf. I don’t want to leave this place undefended.”

He nodded. “Solid idea there.”

“Alright, I want to be useful so I’m gonna go raid that busted house over there,” I said, pointing to the partially collapsed house where I had found the old Porsche.

“If there’s one thing I’m good at…” Jacob muttered. “Yeah, I’ll go with you. Hold on.”

We walked over there together, and after a moment Kenny followed. The three of us walked up the driveway, which had been mostly cleared, to be honest, and into the garage.

“At least this part is still standing,” I said, looking at all the tools on the walls.

“We should probably be smart and get everything useful out of this place,” Kenny said, looking around. “These tools are great. I’ll wager there’s something useful in the basement, too. I say we get it out before the rest of the house collapses.”

Jacob nodded in agreement with that. “Let’s keep an eye out for each other and pick this place clean. And be quick about it.”

I went to the door at the side of the garage and pushed on it. It didn’t budge, so I pushed harder.

“Oh great,” I muttered as I put my shoulder into the door.

It finally moved, and pushed a pile of debris with it. With the door open, we entered a disaster.

Much of the living room had collapsed, as well as other sections on the front of the house. Only about half of the house remained upright. Fortunately, I saw a relatively clear path to the rear of the house, where the door to the basement stood.

“Alright, everyone be careful,” I said. “If you see anything useful, just bring it into the garage.”

I crept through the living room with Kenny behind. Jacob moved by us and went into the kitchen, then began hauling armloads of dishes, silverware, and cups into the garage. He came back multiple times until nearly every drawer was cleaned out. After that he dug around beneath the sink and grabbed all the cleaning tools and chemicals.

“Anything else?” Kenny asked, meaning it as a joke.

Jacob looked around for a moment. “Nah, I think I got everything. Ah, wait.” He grabbed a small paring knife in the corner and walked it out to the garage, then came back to us and nodded.

We continued to the basement door and I pushed it open. It was in bad shape, just like the rest of the house, but at least the stairs themselves were solid. Still, I’ll admit to a bit of hesitance walking around down there.

I was about to complain about the darkness when Jacob pulled out one of those hand crank flashlights. He spun the hand a few dozen times, then shined it around.

“Well, look at this,” he said.

It looked like the previous owner had tried to create some sort of man cave down here. Posters from action moves hung on the wall along with beer advertisements involving scantily clad women. Three old playboy magazines from the eighties had been framed on the wall, but what caught my eye was the massive TV there. The thing had to be seventy inches. In front of it stood a couch in rough shape, but flanking each side of the couch were small refrigerators.

I stepped forward and opened the nearest one and found it full of cans of beer. The beer was certainly bad by now, but I still smiled.

“We can use these,” I said, dumping the old cans out.

I hefted one of the small mini fridges and handed it to Kenny, who passed it to Jacob. He walked it up the stairs and out of the basement. Kenny took the next one.

Jacob passed me his flashlight before he left, so I continued looking around. Two swords were displayed on the wall with the blades crossed in an X. I reached out and felt at the blades and handles. I wasn’t an expert, but they felt real, not some shitty display versions from eBay. The blades had a thin sheen of oil on them, leading me to believe they were high carbon steel, not cheap stainless steel.

“Now I just need to learn how to use a rapier,” I muttered to myself as I grabbed one from the wall.

It had some heft to it, but amazing balance. I tried to imagine all the uses I could have for it but came up empty. In this day and age it looked cool, but wasn’t really that useful. But still, it was a real sword, so I grabbed both of them and laid them at the base of the stairs.

After that I continued looking around the basement. A homemade bar stood against the far wall, so I went over to it. The glassware was sparse, but serviceable. More importantly, I found a dozen bottles of various liquors beneath the bar and a full wine fridge.

“Hey guys,” I said when they came back downstairs. “Help me carry this stuff. Lots of booze.”

“No complaints there,” Jacob said.

“Ohhhh, me likey,” Kenny said, checking the label on a bottle of rum as he gathered them into his arms.

All in all we brought three dozen bottles of wine out of the basement. Being at least eighty years old I was certain they were all vinegar by this point, but the bottles were still good. I’d make use of them.

We went back into the basement after that and poked around some more. An old billiards table stood in the corner, but it was so dryrotted it barely stood on its own legs.

“What’s this?” Jacob asked, waving for me to shine the light.

I turned and aimed my flashlight at him, and to my absolute delight I saw a rifle hanging on the wall. It was an old one, that’s all I could tell. Maybe early nineteen hundreds.

“What is it?” I asked.

“M1 Garand,” Kenny said without hesitation. “Old, but a good rifle. Fires a .30-06 round, so it packs a punch. If you can get a scope on it, it makes a solid sniper rifle, or hunting rifle.”

“Man, this guy knows his guns,” I said. Kenny shrugged.

Jacob reached up and took the rifle while I kept looking around.

“Why did the previous owner put so much awesome stuff down here?” Kenny asked. He stared at something on the wall and I shined my flashlight at it. More posters of large-breasted women and several old framed Porsche ads from magazines.

“Man cave,” I said absentmindedly.

“Huh?” he asked.

“Sometimes guys would build places like this and call it a man cave,” I explained. “A place to have a drink and watch movies with your friends and talk about cars and guns and titties. That sort of thing.”

“I’d live here if I could,” Kenny said, staring at one of the posters that depicted a voluptuous woman in a string bikini bending over a Porsche 911 Turbo.

I turned and saw a wall with a door behind the stairs, then walked toward it. When I pushed the door open, I saw all the typical basement stuff in there: washer and dryer, hot water heater, breaker box.

“Hey Kenny!” I called out. “If you want some wire or piping, here you go.”

Kenny showed up a moment later with a hacksaw in one hand and a pipe wrench in the other, grinning like a madman.

“There won’t be anything left when I’m done,” he said, laughing maniacally.

Jacob and I pulled wire while Kenny sawed the copper pipes. We worked methodically, trying to save everything possible. The floor joists were still in pretty good shape, so we weren’t that worried about that collapsing on us. It was just everything above that we had to worry about.

It took us the better part of an hour, but we wound up with a large amount of wire and copper pipes in the garage. There wasn’t much more in the basement worth getting, and we were too concerned about the house falling down to raid the rest of the house, so we grabbed our stuff and left.

“Let’s take this to the watchtower and put that storage room to good use,” I said. I looked at the pile of stuff for a moment, thinking. “But let me get my wheelbarrow, first.”
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I barely noticed that the sun was setting when we finished moving stuff into the storage room. I had also taken all the usable spare parts for the Porsche and put them in my garage. After a bit of thought, we wrestled with the hot water heater and dragged it from the house. It still held water, which was rather surprising. It was an electric one, so I wondered if we could find a good use for it.

I still owed Jess a hot bath, after all.

We set it near the storage room and Kenny began checking it. He removed every screw and every bolt, studying it closely.

Jacob and Ellie began preparing dinner for everyone. Thanks to Iris, our garden had started producing, so we had a nice vegetable stew and some of Ellie’s hot bread and jam.

“Not sure if this’ll work,” Kenny said, frowning at the disassembled hot water heater. He squinted at a heating coil in his hands. “It takes too much power. This coil draws 4500 watts, and there are two of them. Our electrical system can’t handle that.”

“Can you make it run at one thousand watts?” I asked. “Like, just to heat a small amount of water? Or even less, preferably.”

“Yeah, I’ll have to,” he said, grabbing a pair of lineman’s pliers. He set himself to work, fast as always. Fortunately, we had extra wire for him to use.

“Hey there,” Shayla said, bumping her shoulder into me.

“Hey, beautiful,” I said as I embraced her.

We kissed and held each other for a few minutes as we waited on everyone else to arrive. Iris was next and got her share of hugs and kisses as well. When we were done, she sighed happily and laid her head against my shoulder.

“I love you so much, Mark,” she said quietly.

“You too, honey,” I said back to her.

Sharg and Jess arrived last, so I took turns hugging and kissing them as well. While we did that, Alex and Arnold brought buckets and five-gallon jugs of water from the lake in a wheelbarrow. We had simple cloth filters, which helped. At least the water was clear. It still needed to be boiled to be safe to drink, but we were getting there, one step at a time.

“Try this,” Kenny said, speaking to himself. “Nah, that’s not it. Wait, there.” He looked up, seeing who was nearby. “Hey, Mike.”

“Yeah, man?” Mike asked, taking a step closer.

“Can you grab me an electrical cable? Anything. Just yank one out of a toaster or a busted old TV or something.”

“Uh, sure,” Mike said, running his fingers through his hair.

I pointed to the house we had just scavenged. “Try that one. Enter through the garage and stay away from the front of the house. There’s some old stuff in the kitchen you can grab.”

Mike hurried away, jogging toward the house. Kenny continued muttering to himself while he worked. I couldn’t even follow what he was doing, but he moved like an expert.

“Think you can do it?” I asked after a few minutes.

“Of course I can,” Kenny said. He twisted two wires with his fingers, then used the lineman’s pliers to cut the excess. “It won’t be the prettiest, but it’ll work. Well, mostly.”

Mike returned with a grimy old toaster in his hands. “Here you go,” he said, handing it to Kenny.

“Perfect,” Kenny said, snipping the power cord right where it entered the toaster. He quickly stripped the insulation from the wires, then fastened the copper wire somewhere in the water heater. I couldn’t see what he was even doing anymore.

After a few minutes he dragged the power cable into the storage room, where our power station was. He walked out a minute later and put his hand on the heating coil. Jerking it back with a wince, he nodded to himself.

“Fuck yeah,” he said, going back into the storage room. He emerged a moment later and began reassembling the hot water heater.

“Should I even ask what you’re doing?” I asked, stepping up to him.

“Helping you out,” he said quietly. “I only have one heating coil hook up and it runs on a tenth the power as usual, so four hundred and fifty watts. That’ll heat about five gallons at a time. You’ll have to manually set this on the edge of the bathtub, add water, and then drain it into the tub once it’s warm. But there you go.”

“Holy shit,” I said. “Kenny, I owe you one.”

“You owe me four or five, but who’s keeping count?” he asked with a wink.

“How heavy is this thing?” I muttered as I walked up to it.

I had to wait for Kenny to finish screwing it back together, but once he was done I bear hugged the thing and heaved it. Probably around a hundred pounds empty. Well, that was doable, but I didn’t feel like hauling that. Oh, wait a minute.

“Hey, Sharg?” I asked. She raised an eyebrow and came closer. “Can you carry this to the house for me?”

She looked at the hot water heater and shrugged. “Sure.” She wrapped her arms around it and heaved it onto her shoulder, then casually walked away.

“Jesus christ,” I muttered as I watched her leave.

“So, there’s no switch on that thing,” Kenny said. “Plug it in to work, unplug it to turn off.”

“Thanks,” I said, tossing one of the five gallon jugs onto my wheelbarrow. I hurried after Sharg.

“What are you doing?” Shayla called out after me. Jess sat next to her and watched with interest.

“You’ll see!” I shouted over my shoulder. “Just eat your dinner, I’ll be right back.”

When we got to the house, I grabbed the jug of water and followed Sharg inside. I directed her to set the water heater in the bathroom, which fortunately was large enough that I could just set it there. I quickly realized how awkward this would be and began to have second thoughts, but then once again remembered just how strong my girlfriend was.

“Okay, right there,” I said, directing her to set it on the floor.

I poured the entire five gallons into the tank, then ran into the kitchen and grabbed my other five gallon jug. That went in there as well. It wasn’t enough, but it was a start.

“What this for?” Sharg asked. “What this thing do?” She frowned and took a deep breath. “What does this thing do?”

“Oh, nice catch,” I said to her. “As to what this is, it’s a surprise. A clunky, difficult surprise but I think it’ll be worth it. At least for now, until we figure out a better way to do things.”

After plugging in the hot water heater, I pulled Sharg out of the bathroom. We walked down the hallway and I just couldn’t contain myself any longer. The way her ass filled out those short shorts was incredible. I reached out and grabbed onto her ass and gave it a squeeze.

Part of me felt a bit like a dirty old man for doing that. And perhaps I was, but Sharg wasn’t used to the attention and seemed to enjoy it. She immediately stopped and turned to me.

“Hey, sorry,” I said, raising my hands. “Sorry if I was too forward there.”

“Huh?” she asked. “No, I like when you grab me. You have strong hands for a human. I like that.” She grabbed her shirt and pulled it off over her head. “I just wanted to do this.”

So, we spent the next five minutes making out while I played with and sucked on her massive breasts. In other words, I was in heaven. But, we did have to eat at some point, so I helped her put her shirt back on and we left.

We held hands as we walked back to the watchtower. Everyone was gathering there, which was nice to see. I could smell what Jacob and Ellie were cooking. Even Sharg said it smelled great.

“Alright, you ladies stay here,” I told my girlfriends. “I gotta take care of something, then I’ll be back.” Sharg was nearest to me, so I hugged and kissed her and hurried away.

I went back into my house and grabbed two water jugs and a filter, then tossed them in my wheelbarrow. Hauling them in that was a lot easier than attempting to carry them, especially when they were full of water.

I tried to walk quickly. The road wasn’t in the best shape, but at least no cars had really driven on it in the last eighty years. Well, except for mine, which was lightweight.

Once I got to the lake I wrapped the filter around the neck of one of the jugs, then pushed it beneath the water. It was just five layers of cloth stitched together, but it did a good job keeping a lot of the more disgusting stuff out. Unfortunately, it took a lot longer to fill the jug that way. I was rather surprised how much the cloth slowed down the flow of water.

Several minutes later, I had ten gallons of relatively clean water in my wheelbarrow. I grabbed the handles and began pushing it back toward Hope. I still had my sword on my back and a pistol at my waist so I knew I had nothing to worry about, but part of me suddenly remembered that time Jacob said he expected the Druids to be spying on us. That was enough to make me walk faster.

When I got back to the settlement I went straight to my house, ignoring when Jess called out to me. I didn’t want to give them any clues. Instead, I grabbed both jugs and carried them inside, then emptied them both into the hot water heater. Kenny had said it was running on a lot less power, so I just hoped the extra time would be enough.

Once that was done, I brought the empty jugs back to the kitchen and set them on the counter, then left my house. I pushed the wheelbarrow back to the storage room, then joined everyone at the watchtower. Like usual, someone had lit a small fire. The extra warmth and light was welcomed, now that the sun was almost down.

“Here you go,” Ellie said, giving me a motherly smile as she handed me a bowl full of stew.

“Thanks,” I said, and took my bowl over next to Shayla. She had saved me a seat on the log.

“What was all that?” she asked.

“Can’t tell,” I said, wolfing down some of the stew. Damn, but it was good. “It’s classified.”

Shayla rolled her eyes. “Okay, so how long do we have to wait to find out?”

“Once we’re all done with this,” I said, and took another bite.

“What are you up to?” Jess asked, narrowing her eyes.

“Mischief,” I replied. “Malarky and balderdash and rubbish.”

Shayla shook her head. “No, I didn’t ask what your personality was like. I was asking what you were doing.”

“Oh, ha ha,” I said and rolled my eyes. Shayla laughed and slapped my arm.

Sharg sat next to Iris, and the two seemed to get along well. That was nice to see. Kenny and Stan told jokes, as usual, with Kenny even dancing for a moment just to add extra humor to the evening. I mean, the guy was a worse dancer than me.

Once we were done, I helped everyone clean up. I really was drawing out time, giving that neutered hot water heater more time to warm the water. I didn’t expect it to be super hot, but I just wanted it to be warm enough to be comfortable.

“Alright, ladies,” I said when everything was done. “Let’s go home. I’ve got a little surprise.”
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The five of us all walked home. Dinner and Kenny’s jokes had put everyone in a good mood, even with the threat of battle looming over our heads. I walked between Sharg and Iris, holding both their hands. Iris swung our hands back and forth and kept shooting smiles at me.

I entered the house first, followed by Sharg. While everyone took a moment to relax, we went into the bathroom to see how things were.

“Okay, did it work?” I asked myself as I checked the hot water heater. There was a small spigot toward the bottom designed to empty it, but that would pour it on the floor. I frowned at that.

“Hey Sharg, can you pick this up and set it on the edge of the tub?” I asked.

“Sure,” she said. She wrapped both arms around the hot water heater and lifted it with ease, then set it on the side of the bathtub.

“Okay, just hold it there,” I said. I turned the small handle on the spigot and dirty water sprayed out for a few seconds. That would make sense, as it had been sitting there for eighty years. Some crud was bound to be at the bottom. I shut it off the moment it turned clear and wiped the water down the drain with my hand. Twisting the spigot again, I drained a tiny bit of clean water just to make sure, and let that go down the drain as well.

Then, I pushed the stopper in the drain and let the hot water fill the tub. And while it wasn’t hot, it was a step above lukewarm. In other words, pleasant. Not a hot bath, but a warm one.

“We’re just draining this water in here, then we’ll move this out of the way,” I said to Sharg.

“What for?” she asked.

“I’m running a hot bath for Jess,” I explained, keeping my voice low. “I promised her.”

Sharg frowned. “That sounds amazing. Can I have one?”

“Sure,” I said. “Tomorrow we can do this for everyone.”

She nodded. We waited until all the water had drained, then I turned off the spigot. Sharg moved the hot water to the side, still lifting it like it weighed twenty pounds. I left the bathroom and ran into the living room, where the rest of the women were waiting.

“Okay, it’s ready,” I said, offering Jess my hand.

“I don’t trust you,” she said, but she slipped her hand in mine.

“Probably a good idea,” I said. “But this should make you happy.”

Iris and Shayla followed us as we walked toward the bathroom. It was a bit crowded in there, so Sharg moved to the doorway.

“Here you go,” I said to Jess, pointing at the bathtub. “One hot bath, as promised.”

Her eyes widened in surprise. “Are you serious?”

I shrugged. “It’s more of a warm bath than a hot one, but yeah.”

She covered her mouth with both hands. “Oh Mark. I don’t know what to say!”

“Fortunately, you don’t have to say anything,” I told her. “Just strip down and hop in.”

Iris looked into the tub, then reached down and touched it. “It’s so warm!” she exclaimed. “I’ve never had a warm bath before. That must be incredible.”

“Then take your damn clothes off and join me,” Jess said.

Iris gasped. “Are you serious?”

“Sure, why not?” Jess replied. She pulled her shirt off over her head and began pushing her sweatpants down. “Come on. I have no idea when we’ll get to enjoy this again. You’re small, so there should be room in here for the both of us.”

Iris stared at the water. “What do we do?”

Jess laughed. “Lay back and enjoy it.”

“Yet another reason I need to make wine,” I said. “Alright, let’s let them bathe in peace.” I ushered the other two women out of the bathroom.

Shayla grabbed the front of my shirt and pulled me toward the bedroom.

“Well, hello there,” I said.

“Is everything okay?” Sharg asked, following us.

“No,” Shayla said. She dragged me into the bedroom and stood there, looking at me with her fists on her hips. “Mark isn’t in my pussy right now. That is a crime and I won’t stand for it!” She stomped her foot to punctuate her statement.

Sharg looked confused for a moment. I didn’t think she always understood Shayla’s sarcasm. “Do you need help?” Sharg asked cautiously.

Shayla fixed her with a firm glare. “I’m warning you, missy. You keep that up and I’ll have him fuck you as well.”

Sharg looked from me to Shayla and back. “I’m sorry. Have I done something wrong? Mark, I don’t understand.”

Shayla finally laughed and walked over to the giant woman. “You’re fine, Sharg,” she said, taking her by the hand. “I was joking. Now, come on and help me wear this guy out.”

Sharg still looked confused until Shayla began stripping. Then, the giant mutant woman pulled her clothes off and practically tore mine off as well.

“Woah!” I said as Sharg literally threw me onto the bed. Sometimes I thought she didn’t understand her true strength.

“I’ll have to teach you a few things, honey,” Shayla said to Sharg. She straddled me, bending over and kissing my stomach and then my chest, then moved up until her thighs were on either side of my face.

“Oh, wow,” Sharg said. “I’m not sure if I could do that. My legs are too big.”

Shayla reached down and ran her fingers through my hair as I licked at her clitoris. “I’m sure Mark would love to—ohhhhhhhhhhh.”

Shayla was an easy woman to please. She was sensitive and responsive, so it didn’t take long for me to have her in the throes of her first orgasm. I kept at it, until she rode those waves into the second one.

Sharg moved onto the bed, kneeling there and looking slightly lost. Shayla noticed and immediately moved off of my face, then took Sharg by the hand.

“Here,” Shayla said. “Let Mark take care of you.”

I was still on my back, just for the record. Shayla pulled Sharg toward me with a smile.

“Mark, honey, can she try that?” Shayla asked.

I looked at Sharg’s muscular body, hairless pussy, and absolutely massive tits. I’d be a fool to say no.

“Of course she can,” I said. Hell, I was hard just thinking about going down on Sharg.

Sharg looked a bit nervous as Shayla guided her near me. Sharg threw a thick thigh over my chest, straddling me. I could tell she felt incredibly awkward; the last time we did anything, she had basically laid there while I did the work. This was all new to her.

“Go ahead and straddle his face,” Shayla said. “Don’t worry. He loves it.” She winked at me.

Sharg moved forward until she was right above my face. I moved my arms out of the way, sliding them between her thighs so I could grab on that magnificent ass of hers.

Her legs were damn big, though. She had a thin layer of womanly softness over all that muscle, but there was still a ton of meat there. She looked down at me, concentrating as she focused on lining us up.

“Get it, girl!” Shayla said as she slapped Sharg on the ass.

The giant woman laughed, then lowered herself right onto my mouth. Let me tell you, it was one hell of an experience. Oh sure, her pussy was absolutely fantastic. My mouth found her clit and I had her shivering and shaking in no time. But her thighs were as big around as my waist, and she was heavy.

Sharg reached down just as Shayla had, running her fingers through my hair. She held me tightly, pressing my face against her soaking wet pussy. She let out soft moans, which contrasted sharply with her often very forceful voice.

As for me, I just tried to stay alive. She had a fantastic pussy, don’t get me wrong, but having a four-hundred pound woman sit on your face was a journey all by itself. At least she was decent enough not to put much of her weight on me, but I could still tell it was there. And once I brought her to orgasm, her thigh muscles flexed and I thought she was going to squeeze an eye out of my head.

“Oh, she’s almost there!” Shayla exclaimed. She wrapped her arms around Sharg’s waist and pinched one of her nipples. “Come on, Mark, give her the ol’ tongue rodeo!”

“Mmmmph!” I replied.

Sharg’s muscles clenched as she orgasmed and I struggled to remain conscious. Of course, through all that I made sure my tongue kept moving on her clit. I wasn’t a monster, after all.

After one big orgasm, Sharg fell over to the side, breathing heavily. I immediately rolled in the other direction, gasping for breath. Stars floated in my vision.

“Wow, that was intense!” Shayla said, grinning. “Wait, Mark. Are you alright?”

“Yeah,” I said between sharp breaths. “Just need—a second.”

“Honey, I think you about killed him,” Shayla said.

Sharg immediately moved to me, but I waved her away. “Just need to catch my breath,” I panted.

“Come here,” Shayla said.

I couldn’t see them as I was still regaining consciousness, but I heard the sound of them kissing. Shayla giggled with delight and Sharg made noises I could only describe as exploratory. She had never been with a woman before, that much I knew. Well, she certainly seemed to be enjoying herself. But it was hard not to, with Shayla around.

Once I could breathe again, I turned to find Shayla on top of Sharg. The muscular woman’s arms were around Shayla, and the two were deeply kissing each other. Well, I knew my place in that position.

I moved between Sharg’s thighs, admiring the view of two perfect pussies right before me. After wiping some saliva on the head of my cock, I pushed myself inside Sharg. She moaned loudly against Shayla’s lips and the two went back to sloppily kissing each other.

While pumping myself in and out of Sharg, I worked a thumb inside Shayla. Twisting my hand a bit, I was able to get my middle finger on her clit. Then, I just tried to focus on massaging her while thrusting in and out of the other woman. It took me a few seconds, but I fell into a rhythm that got them both going.

“My god these are incredible,” Shayla said as she began sucking on Sharg’s large green nipples.

I let my hands run up and down Sharg’s thick thighs as I pounded her. She felt incredible, but after a moment I pulled out and entered Shayla instead. That brought plenty of moans from her, which I loved. I slapped my hand on her ass, one cheek then the other, then held tightly and really gave it to her.

“Oh, fuck yes!” Shayla said, backing up against me with every thrust. “Give it to me, baby. Show me who I belong to.”

Sharg paused at that. “Me too,” she said. Her hands reached around and grabbed onto Shayla’s ass, squeezing it. “Me too, Mark,” Sharg said again. “We both belong to you.”

“Fuck yeah, we do,” Shayla said, gyrating her hips while Sharg squeezed her ass and I pounded her. She suddenly slid forward, off my cock. “Show her, baby. Show her who she belongs to.”

I pushed back inside Sharg and ran my hands along the inside of her thighs, then pushed them wide. Shayla got up and turned herself around, kissing Sharg’s nipples again and then reaching down to play with the large woman’s clitoris. After a few gentle thrusts, I started pounding Sharg as hard as I could.

“God I love watching that,” Shayla said, looking up at me. Her face was flushed with excitement. “I want to watch you fuck all of your wives, Mark, and then I want you to fill me with your cum. Fuck her good and hard, baby.”

That was enough to send me over the edge. I squeezed her thighs as I came inside her, shouting her name. Shayla’s fingers were a blur on the woman’s clit, until Sharg was screaming in orgasmic bliss as well. It was probably a bit comical, the two of us just shouting at the top of our lungs for a few seconds, but it was one of the most pleasurable moments of my life.

I collapsed onto my side, breathing like I had just run a mile. Of course Shayla immediately ran her tongue up Sharg’s pussy, then crawled over to me and cuddled with me. Sharg curled up behind her right after, so that the three of us held each other tightly.

“That was amazing,” Sharg said quietly. “I never thought I’d feel this way. I don’t even know what to say.”

“Say you’ll do it again tomorrow night,” Shayla said, then kissed me.

“Is it safe to come in now?” Jess asked from the doorway.

I turned and saw her standing there with a towel around herself, grinning at us. Iris looked over her shoulder, in a towel as well. She looked hesitant, probably because of Sharg.

“All of you, come here,” Shayla said as she crawled out from between us.

I took a moment to kiss Sharg, then the five of us tried to get arranged on the bed. I held Iris tightly while Jess and Shayla practically tackled Sharg.

We fell asleep in each other’s arms that night, all of us smiling. For just one night, we could forget about all that was going to happen.


RIP Sam



Sadly, we had to put Sam down on August 14th. The grim reaper finally came for him. But please know that we did a home euthanasia, so Sam died while being held and loved. In honor of Sam, here's his story.

No one knows when he was born, but he was estimated to be around 10-15 years old. My wife had a small house in a bad part of town and regularly took care of strays and did TNR when she could. She had seen Sam running around a few times—he was hard to miss, as he was gigantic. He was also completely feral, and ruled that neighborhood.

One day he showed up on my wife's front porch, injured. He had been mauled pretty badly by a dog (not his first time) and had large puncture wounds on his side that were infected. My wife managed to get him some food, and about a week later she was able to touch him. She immediately caught him and took him to a vet. That's when things get interesting.

The vet gave him some meds and he got better, and she also put him under to neuter him, since Sam had about a hundred children running around. Yeah, he was rather prolific. While Sam was under they did an examination and found that Sam had quite the list of injuries. His jaw had been broken at some point, as had his back. He had been attacked by a dog at least two more times in the past and had a ridiculous amount of scars, including a scar across his throat, as if someone had once tried to cut it. His eyes were different sizes, due to scar tissue. Many of his teeth were missing; he only had one fang left, which meant he blepped on the regular. He was a black cat, but had almost salt-and-pepper hair on his head due to all the scars. It was like something had used him as a chew toy in the past.

Sam was notorious for two things in these early days when he mostly lived on my wife's front porch: first, any cat that came near immediately got their ass handed to them. And second, if a kitten came near, Sam would bring them to the cat food and watch over them while they ate, often bathing them the entire time. For such a tough cat, he had a big soft spot for kittens.

Once Sam came home, he completely changed his tune. No more fighting, no more living in fear (although let's be honest, all the animals around Sam were the ones living in fear). He quickly settled into home life, and his favorite place to lay was on the back of the couch. If he liked you and you sat on the couch, he would walk over and bathe the top of your head. Oh, and if you tried to move before he was done, he would grab you and hold you in place while bathing you. And this cat was freakishly strong, so you really had no choice but to sit there and let him finish bathing you.

When my wife and I got married, we brought him here. Once in the house where we currently live, Sam quickly fell into the habit of following me around everywhere. As soon as I sat, he would jump in my lap and settle down for a nap. He often slept at my feet, too.

Sam was the main character in a very big story, but unfortunately that story came to an end. He became sick and wasn't responding to meds, so his quality of life dropped sharply and he began losing a lot of weight. We finally had to make the difficult decision to put him down. As mentioned earlier, he died in our arms, at peace.

I decided the best thing I could do was to immortalize Sam by making him a character in this series. And don't worry, I'll do my best to give him the ending he deserves. Sam will be a hero and will live on forever, both in these books and in our hearts.

Thank you for reading, and we hope you enjoy the character Sam as much as we enjoyed the cat Sam. Included is a picture of the first time he sat on my (Micky) lap.

Micky and Michelle Carre.

[image: ]



About the author



Micky Carre is a best-selling author of fantasy and science fiction. Micky lives in Denver, Colorado and writes books when time permits. A lover of heavy metal, cats, and car racing, Micky plans on writing until they nail his coffin shut.

Check out Micky's Patreon here, and don't forget to check out his website so you can see all of his other books as well! And make sure you follow his Author Page on Amazon!

OEBPS/image_rsrc2Y6.jpg






cover.jpeg
A POST APOCALYPTIC BASEBUILDING ADVENTURE





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




